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It is perfectly true, as philosophers say, that life must be understood backwards. 
But they forget the other preposition, that it must also be lived forwards.
Søren Kierkegaard1
In the ancient Greek site of Selinus, in western Sicily, architectural décors are lying on the 
ground or hanging from displays in local museums showing repeating series of three rows 
of six coned-shaped projections called guttae (‘droplets’) (fig. 1). These elements of temple 
decoration have been somewhat of a mystery for modern scholarship: unnecessarily 
massive and almost completely lacking functionality, if not perhaps as a minor water 
repelling system, Vitruvius informs us they were intended as a stone perpetuation of 
the pegs of old wooden temples (De Arch. 4.2.2-3). The guttae would therefore stand as a 
continuation of previous temple architecture. This was probably true, but not in the way 
intended by Vitruvius. According to more recent views, Doric architecture, and stone 
building techniques, were the result of “a deliberate aesthetic invention in the mid-
seventh century” rather than the development of timber prototypes.2 The guttae of Selinus 
were not merely a product of continuous evolution but conscious reminders, ‘anchors’ to 
the past.3 
Moving forward 2,000 years, when in 1497 the doors of the Dominican refectory of Santa 
Maria delle Grazie in Milan opened for the first time to show Leonardo da Vinci’s latest 
project, the sight must have been astounding. There, on the wall, stood a 4,6 x 8,8 m. mural 
depiction of the Last Supper as had never been seen before. Not only had Leonardo been 
experimenting with the fresco technique, he had also subverted the traditional mode of 
illustrating this scene. Jesus Christ had lost his halo, in accordance to the new rationalism 
of Renaissance doctrines on the human and divine. Judas Iscariot was not in his usual 
position on the other side of the table. All the Apostles were hectically gesturing and 
questioning one another. Who was who in this representation? Renaissance viewers were 
probably at a loss, as perhaps are visitors today. Except that Leonardo had disseminated 
familiar clues in his innovative work. For instance, Judas may have been mingling with 
the other Apostles as if he was one of them, but the moneybag of silver coins he held in 
his right hand, typical of previous Medieval representations, betrayed him (fig. 2). This 
visual anchor allowed to make sense of the other unusual clues to the identity of the 
protagonists, all Leonardo’s inventions, as for example the overturned salt cellar in front 
of Judas.4
* All translations of ancient authors are taken from the Loeb Classical Library editions, unless 
otherwise stated.
1 Die Tagebücher 1834-1855. As cited in D’Angour 2011, 42.
2 Watkin 1986, 25-26. The concept was reiterated more recently in Wilson Jones 2014, xii: “Contrary 
to the popular view that the orders translate into stone habits of wooden construction shaped by 
lengthy evolution, formative developments were relatively sudden. They reflect particular historical 
circumstances along with the operation of choice, invention and happenstance.” 
3 The example of the guttae as ‘anchors’ was developed from Sluiter 2013, 76; Sluiter 2016, 29.
4  Wasserman 2003, 68-70. 
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Both examples, the Greek architectonic décor and the Renaissance mural, show that, 
firstly, artworks reflect social changes as they happen around them, functioning as means 
of dissemination. Secondly, that they acquire meaning from the context in which they 
are displayed. The erection of temples in stone marks the progress of Greek society. The 
progressive views expressed by Leonardo’s Last Supper find legitimation in the patronage 
of the newly restored Convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie by the Duke of Milan, Ludovico 
il Moro. Most importantly, however, these artworks show that new systems of decoration, 
in order to be understood or pass a message, might need to retain elements of the past, and 
that this process is usually consciously implemented.
This is particularly true for Greek and Roman societies, where “the past fixed the rule”, 
as crucially expressed by Bernard van Groningen in a 1953 study on the ‘grip of the 
past’.5 Traditional societies tend to cling to their earlier days in fear of breaking with the 
acknowledged forms of societal living. These are societies in which tradition and custom 
are valued, at least conceptually, over change and novelty.6 Even great innovators such 
as Socrates or Plato never failed to stress continuity with their predecessors.7 Many 
monumental inscriptions on Roman buildings prove the persistent value of the word 
“restoration”.8 Yet, innovations did occur even in these societies, breaking with the past 
and allowing Greek and Roman society to move forward or at least in different directions. 
How did that happen, provided that adopting innovations is by no means a simple 
process, and neither is the past? The past may fix the rule, but it is not fixed in itself nor is it 
coherent. Quoting Ineke Sluiter: “‘The grip of the past’ is not a bug in an overall innovative 
5 Van Groningen 1953, 8. The author’s work was recently resumed and expanded in D’Angour 2011.
6 Hurlet 2014, 16: “La connotation négative qui s’attachait dans l’Antiquité à toute forme de nouveauté 
avait pour conséquence que tout changement, loin d’être valorisé, devait prendre d’une manière ou 
d’une autre les formes du passé pour être accepté.”
7 Van Groningen 1953, 5.
8 For a discussion of Rome as a traditional society, its approach towards innovation, and its strategy to 
continually disguise it under claims of continuity, I refer in particular to Hurlet 2014. On the value of 
imperial restorations in Rome, see also Elsner 1998, esp. 65. In particular on Augustus, see Hekster 2017.
FIGURE 1 Fragment of a sima-geison with 
the rows of guttae from Selinus, Temple B. 
Palermo, Museo Archeologico Regionale 
Antonino Salinas  
© Marconi 2012, fig. 488. Photo by J. Conlon, 
Institute of Fine Arts – NYU. 
FIGURE 2 Detail of Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper 
with the figures of Jesus Christ (right) and Judas 
Iscariot (to the left, front). Milano, Convent of Santa 
Maria delle Grazie. 1495-1497 
© CCO.
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society: it is a feature. Innovations may become acceptable, understandable, and desirable 
when relevant social groups can effectively integrate and accommodate them in their 
conceptual categories, values, beliefs, and ambitions. This is the case when they can 
connect what is perceived as new to what they consider familiar, known, already accepted 
as the norm, when, that is, innovations are ‘anchored’.”9 
The anchor of the past has no permanent form: it changes according to the needs and can 
thus be used as a tool for progress.
2 | Overview of scope and structure
The aim of this dissertation is to look at how political innovations were ‘anchored’ in the 
Roman imperial residences on the Palatine, and how power was communicated through 
the ruler’s house. The chronological range for the study is set between 44 BCE and 235 CE. 
The dates have been selected to indicate the period spanning from the rise to power of 
Octavian, before he was proclaimed Augustus, and the end of the Severan dynasty with 
the death of Alexander Severus on March 19, 235 CE. The limit is set at this date to indicate 
that the investigation ends with the Middle Empire and does not cover the advent of the 
Tetrarchy and the transition of Roman society into Late Antiquity. Some reflections on this 
period still make their way into the research, but the emphasis remains on the period in 
which the Roman monarchy constructed its identity. In the almost three centuries that 
form the focus of this project, the Roman world transformed from an anti-monarchical 
Republic into a Republican monarchy, and was stabilised, not without difficulty, into an 
overt dynastic monarchy. These important political innovations took place in a society in 
which change was suspect. Tradition bestowed legitimacy. 
It was important for Roman rulers to develop modes through which they could position 
their ever-changing role in society and anchor their rule in the minds of their many 
subjects. Among the many means that were available to Roman emperors to express 
themselves, their residences were of major importance. Choices needed to be made. Too 
‘monumental’ a structure could be perceived as having Hellenistic connotations and 
thus alienate those who objected to the increasingly dominant position of a monarch, 
and to markedly luxurious displays of power. An excessively modest dwelling, however, 
on the other hand, might have failed to express the political power of its inhabitants, or 
include the many new activities that court-life entailed. A choice might have had to be 
made between continuing to reside in the house of a predecessor or build a residence 
elsewhere, even away from Rome. The former case may have suggested continuity, but 
might have also entailed dealing with connotations, either positive or negative, left 
behind by the previous ruler. Moving the ruler’s residence, instead, would have opened up 
questions on architectural continuity, or, conversely, freedom to experiment with more 
innovative designs. Decorations, from wall paintings to marble cladded floors and walls, 
from architectonic décors to free standing statues, also played a crucial role in displaying 
9 Sluiter 2016, 23.
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and disseminating ideological power, as means to express social standing and political 
value. The modes of decorating and living of the emperor often went on to influence the 
domestic dwellings of the emperor’s subjects, or were in turn shaped by the expectations 
and the atmosphere of the period. 
To understand the process of self-representation of the emperor through his house, and 
the elusive relationship between power and place, several questions need to be answered. 
Among these are: how did emperors display their image through official means of 
communication? What was the role played by their house? Did the house reflect changes 
in the monarchy over the years? What features of the Palatine residences provide us with 
information on the socio-political standing of the emperor? Questions on innovation and 
change are also central to the research: how did the imperial residences on the Palatine 
evolve over time? How was their change communicated? Did innovations in architecture 
and decoration mediate with traditional views on power and personal display? And did 
traditions and ideological reference points change over the course of the early and mid-
Empire in Rome?
To answer the proposed questions, I chose to focus exclusively on the imperial dwellings 
on the Palatine, with the purpose of analysing their development in connection with the 
significance of the Hill, as it came to represent the centre of the Empire, and assess the 
creation of the Roman ‘palatial’ prototype. The book is not meant as a comprehensive 
survey of imperial residences, not even of the imperial residences on the Palatine. Instead, 
its objective is to bring together the most illuminating examples of how changing power 
was mediated through the ruler’s house. Imperial residences in Rome that were not 
immediately connected to the space of the Palatine, or were located outside the perimeter 
of the city,10 remain excluded from this study, except for the Severan period, when the 
suburban villa in the Horti Spei Veteris came to play a role as crucial as the residence on the 
Palatine for the self-display of the emperor. This meant leaving out from the discussion 
Tiberius’ Villa Jovis at Capri, where he retired in 27 CE and resided until his death in 37 
CE, never to return to Rome, and Hadrian’ monumental villa complex at Tivoli, which he 
favoured over the residence on the Palatine.11 As important as these two complexes have 
been as political statements (expressions of the emperor voluntarily distancing himself 
from Rome) and for their contribution to the development of Roman architecture, their 
construction did not affect or compromise the continuity of use of the Palatine structures.
10 For an overview of imperial residences in central Italy, see especially Marzano 2007, 154-175, and 
Valenti 2008, a collected volume on the imperial residences attested in the Latium region.
11 For the latest excavations at the site of Villa Jovis and its architecture, I refer to the publication 
by Krause 2006. Also important for understanding Tiberius in his private sphere is the Villa of 
Sperlonga, as the emperor had been at least one of his occupants, if not the most prominent. General 
information on the villa’s plan and statuary apparatus are found in Lavagne 1988, 515-555, and 
Cassieri 2008; for the latest excavations, see Slavazzi et al. 2015. Tiberius’ villas at Capri and Sperlonga 
figure among the ‘Roman palaces’ on the Palatine in Perrin and Royo 2009. Among the wealth of 
publications on Hadrian’s Villa, see in particular: Raeder 1983; De Franceschini 1991; MacDonald 
and Pinto 1998; Charles-Gaffiot and Lavagne 1999; Adriano. Architettura e progetto 2000; Salza Prina 
Ricotta 2001; Calandra and Adembri 2014.
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Imperial residences belonged to a much larger phenomenon, that of the ‘Roman house’, 
on which plenty has been written over the years. In this dissertation I do not venture into 
the scholarly discussion of the Roman house and its attributes, its socioeconomic value 
as a reflection of its owner’s status in society, or the function of its different spaces, unless 
when the topic becomes relevant for the understanding of the residences on the Palatine. 
The wealth of excellent studies currently available on the Roman house, however, form 
the backbone of my research. This applies in particular to the studies regarding the sites 
of Pompeii and Herculaneum, which for obvious reasons are the most abundant. I am 
thinking of John R. Clarke’s The Houses of Roman Italy, with the most prominent part of 
the work dedicated to the role of decorations;12 Eric M. Moormann’s and Paul Zanker’s 
pivotal studies on the differentiation between public and private;13 and Andrew Wallace-
Hadrill’s numerous, cutting-edge enquiries on the social status of the Roman house.14 
These discussions are relevant when looking at the evolution of the Roman palace because 
for a long period of time the imperial residences on the Palatine were not distinguished 
from the forms of living and building of the Roman élite and, more generally, from those 
of the emperor’s subjects. For instance, they always maintained the space (an atrium) 
and the custom of the morning salutation. The separation between villae and domus as 
distinctive spaces for the otium and negotium is also crucial for the understanding of the 
Palatine dwellings and the ideology surrounding their function and interpretations. If 
country and maritime villae were conceived by the Romans as the designated space for the 
entertainment and display of luxury, the space of the domus remained devoted, at least in 
concept, to domesticity and the everyday ‘business’ life.15 It is perhaps not superfluous to 
stress that the Palatine was the seat of imperial domus, not villae. When Nero tried to apply 
the function and forms of aristocratic villas to his Palatine residence, it went disastrously 
wrong. 
12 Clarke 1991. The fruitful field of studies combining space and painted decorations was already 
addressed in Scagliarini Corlàita 1976 and has informed many studies since (I refer to the later section 
on wall paintings in this introduction (4.3) for more references). 
13 Moormann 1993b (also on the function of wall decorations) and Zanker 1998. Studies on the Roman 
house have since evolved towards a more fluid and nuanced definition of what constituted a private 
and public space, on the assumption that space is a tool adaptable to various, shifting necessities. 
See for instance the contributions to the recently published collected volume by Kaius Tuori and 
Laura Nissen (Tuori and Nissen 2015), and Simelius 2018, esp. 41-70, for an analysis of the function of 
Pompeian peristyles. See also Grahame 1997; Brandt 2010; Flohr 2011.
14 Among others: Wallace-Hadrill 1988; 1990; 1994; and recently, 2015. Wallace-Hadrill challenges 
Zankers’ top-down model by devoting more attention to local phenomena of social representation 
and more generally a more contextualised analysis of the archaeological remains. Wallace-Hadrill’s 
publication also deal with the notion of public and private. For the analysis of social interactions, 
social identity, and movement in the Roman house, see additionally: Hales 2003; Grahame 2000; 
Lohmann 2015 (with graffiti as source material for the study of movement). For an economic history 
of Pompeii, also in relation to its houses, see most recently the contributions to Flohr and Wilson 
2017.
15 On Roman villas as a separate space to the domus, and their influence on the development of the 
Roman house, see in particular Zanker 1979; Mielsch 1990; Howe 2004; Marzano 2007; Zarmakoupi 
2014; Marzano and Métraux 2018.
22 OVERVIEW OF SCOPE AND STRUCTURE
Studies on the Roman house have informed the investigation of imperial residences on 
the Palatine in the past.16 Research on the Hill is, however, complicated by its complex 
stratigraphy and the fragmented state of its remains. Luckily, numerous and relevant 
archaeological projects, led by international researchers, have attempted, especially 
in the last thirty years, to make sense of the evolution of built space on the Palatine. A 
clearer image of its phases has now emerged and was made available to the wider scholarly 
public.17 This allows for more in-depth studies on the evolution of the Palatine structures. 
In my research, I concentrate on their framing within the larger historical context by 
making use of the latest discoveries on the architectonic layout of the Palatine and the 
painted decorations of its residences. Wall paintings represent the main source material 
for the analysis of the décor. New discoveries have been paired, when possible, with a 
re-assessment of longer-known structures and decorations which have been generally 
understudied, such as the underground nymphaeum of Nero’s Domus Transitoria, located 
nowadays beneath the area of the Flavian Triclinium (see chapter 2). The source material 
– architecture and wall paintings – explains the title of this work, The past on the wall, 
where the wall is both the surface that is painted and the built structure that forms the 
architectural appearance of the imperial domus. The past refers to the use of anchors, and 
the phenomenon of referring to and having to deal with the past to build the future.
To look at how change and innovation occurred on the Palatine despite the strings of a 
traditional society, I applied the available archaeological and literary material to the 
theoretical framework provided by the OIKOS’ Anchoring Innovation in Classical Antiquity 
research agenda.18 The Dutch national agenda, of which my own research forms one of the 
pilot projects, sets out to explore how concepts of ‘new’ and ‘old’ were evaluated in the 
past, and how people dealt with change “in ways that allowed them to feel an unbroken 
sense of self, identity, group cohesion, and cultural belonging”;19 to connect the new to the 
familiar. In my investigation, I decided to concentrate on climactic periods in the history 
of the Roman Empire in which change presented itself as imperative, either by choice of 
an emperor or due to external circumstances.
In the first three centuries of the Roman empire, four such moments can be singled out 
which were significant for the conceptualising and the architectonic advancement of 
the Palatine dwellings. Four turning points, when failure to change would have probably 
translated into the loss of the known system of government, and success into the creation 
16  For an example of spatial and functional research on the Palatine, see for instance Sojc et al. 2012: the 
paper presents an attempted analysis of movement and room function in the Domus Flavia.
17  See later the section on Architecture in this introduction (4.2) for an overview of the most recent 
archaeological projects carried out on the Hill.
18  The Dutch National Research School in Classical Studies (OIKOS), a collaborative enterprise of the six 
Dutch universities offering Classics studies, launched the Anchoring Innovation research agenda in 
2015 with a series of pilot projects spacing from discourse analysis to history, from literary studies 
to archaeology. The project was awarded a Gravitation Grant in 2017 and is envisioned to continue 
its research activities until the year 2027 through the support of the Dutch Ministry of Education, 
Culture, and Science. For a full description of the programme and a list of up-to-date publications, see 
http://www.ru.nl/oikos/anchoring-innovation/anchoring-innovation/ (retrieved January 31, 2019).
19  Sluiter 2016, 36.
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of a new one. At these intersections, innovation was imperative in light of the fact that “the 
cost of maintaining the status quo exceed(ed) that of change”.20 These four paradigmatic 
moments form the four parts into which this manuscript is divided. The research covers 
how society, architecture, and decorations transformed under the rule of two emperors 
and two dynasties: Augustus; Nero; the Flavian dynasty and the Severan emperors.
Chapter 1 deals with Augustus and the construction of a Roman imperial ideology at 
the moment of critical transition from the Roman Republic to the monarchy. The study 
assesses Augustus’ ideological use of the Palatine Hill, which he deliberately selected as 
the location for his new residence. The construction of a dynastic temple adjacent to the 
house brings in Hellenistic connotations and a characterisation of the Palatine, although 
not explicitly, as a royal acropolis. The chapter includes an analysis of the painted 
apparatus of Augustus’ multiple-house complex as a testimony of the duality of his 
communication, divided between tradition and innovation.
Chapter 2 examines Nero’s strategies for the adoption of an overtly monarchical language. 
A representation of the Golden Age in the less-known remains of the Domus Transitoria, 
Nero’s first residence on the Palatine, links him to the by-then familiar monarchical 
language of Augustus. New elements of royal Hellenistic descent are however also 
recognisable. The new iconographic vocabulary of power is here linked with the 
endeavours to erect the first, unified royal palace in the heart of Rome.
Chapter 3 discusses the Flavians and their attempts at maintaining continuity in the face 
of dynastic change. Vespasian was the first emperor to deal with the establishment of a 
new dynasty after Augustus’ own success at imposing the Julio-Claudian line. Hence, this 
section investigates the strategies at hand to retain the familiarity of Roman citizens with 
the previous almost hundred years of rule. An assessment is presented of how the Flavians 
dealt with the memory of Nero and his Golden House, setting the stage for their own, 
mediated idea of a ‘palace’.
Chapter 4 describes the ways in which Severans formulated power in the city of Rome at 
the breaking point between the middle Empire and Late Antiquity. The research focuses 
on the strategy of building a new Palatine ‘off the Palatine’, and how this reflected and 
enabled the implementation of new forms of government, allowing at the same time for 
the continuation of significant elements of early Roman emperorship into the later period.
Each chapter is based on a collection of articles that were published in or submitted 
to journals and conference proceedings throughout the period of the writing of the 
dissertation. At the beginning of each article, information is provided on their publication 
state, and, in the case of multi-authored articles, on my contribution to them. Due to the 
fact that the various chapters have been published or submitted as independent articles, 
there may be some repetition of content. The articles are presented in a slightly adapted 
form to suit the layout of this book. Any knowledge that would have been valuable for 
20 Trigger 1989, 269. As cited in Collar 2013, 16.
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the drafting of an article but which appeared in published form only after the date of 
acceptance of a paper, has been included, as much as possible, in the introduction and in 
the conclusions of my study. 
The dissertation concludes with a chapter drawing the main findings of the research 
together titled ‘Defining the creation of the Roman palace and its symbolism’, and a summary.
3 | Theoretical framework
In order to explore the central question of how innovations in rulership and self-display 
affected the Palatine and the emperors’ modes of living, this study has benefitted from 
theories drawn from a wide array of disciplines. These disciplines include: archaeology, 
for its role in restoring the vestiges of the past; architectural history, for its importance 
in the understanding of rulers’ building strategies; art history, for its contribution to the 
reconstruction and interpretation of the ornamental apparatus of imperial residences; 
literary history, for contributing to enlighten the written representations of the ruler’s 
house; comparative history, a growing field of research which enables scholars to have 
a better understanding of social practices in antiquity of which little material evidence 
remains;21 social and economic sciences, for the contribution they provide to the 
development of interpretive theories of past societies.22
Central to the question of how emperors dealt with and formulated change is a reflection 
on agency and audiences in the cultural production and fruition of imperial art and 
architecture. Current approaches to imperial imagery suggest it was a “multi-faceted”, 
“complex” and “multi-layered” phenomenon.23 Around the empire, different parallel 
images of the emperor existed.24 They were created either in the centre of power or in 
its peripheries, where local traditions additionally came into play. A ‘centre of power’, it 
21 Based on the assumption that “the impulse to embed meaning and some of the visual methods by 
which meaning may be sparked in spectators are common to monuments across cultural division 
and across history”: Elsner 2003, 210.
22 Interpretivism, or interpretive theories, are defined as an ontological and epistemological tool 
used by a wide range of researchers to understand social reality and political behaviour (as well 
as political power). This is done by searching for the meanings that shape actions, practices, and 
institutions. Beliefs and preferences are analysed in relation to people, the main actors. both as 
individuals and social groups (Bevir and Rhodes 2002, 7). Human behaviour is viewed as the outcome 
of subjective interpretations of the environment, and placed in its broader historical, cultural, 
and political milieu. Fundamental for the theoretical development of this field are works such as 
those by the political theorist Michael T. Gibbons (Gibbons 1987) and anthropologist Clifford Geertz 
(Geertz 1977). A comprehensive overview of interpretive theory was recently outlined in a collected 
handbook edited by Mark Bevir and R.A.W. Rhodes (Bevir and Rhodes 2015). For the first applications 
of interpretive theory to archaeology (as post-processual archaeology), see Hodder 1991; Hodder et al. 
(1995).
23 As in Hekster et al. (2014).
24 On this topic see for instance Hekster 2011, 113: “Augustus managed to bridge his ‘reality gap’ by using 
conflicting images. There was no need to erase one image – in different contexts different images 
could exist alongside one another. Different people, in different areas, acknowledged Augustus in 
different ways.”
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should be noted, did not necessarily coincide with Rome, or Rome alone, but could be 
any place where imperial power was acknowledged to be located. Over the past years, 
more than one scholar has confronted the question of agency in Roman imperial art (to 
whom or to what its creation and its promotion is indebted), starting with Paul Zanker’s 
paradigmatic work on Augustus (Augustus und die Macht der Bilder, translated into English 
as The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus) and brought recently to a new level with 
Andrew Wallace-Hadrill’s publication on Rome’s Cultural Revolution.25 Interest in the topic 
has led to a fruitful discussion of bottom up, top down, and reciprocal models of reception 
for imperial imagery, and imperial ‘propaganda’ alongside it.26 Studies in the last three 
decades have increasingly focused on the differentiation of imperial communication 
based on different media, means of production, geography and relative audiences, 
showing a plurality of factors at play when communicating through objects.27According 
to this categorisation, the imagery in a top down archetypal system would have been 
enforced from the centre to the lower levels of society and/or the peripheries, in a coherent 
and undifferentiated manner, thus mirroring a conscious choice of self-representation 
by the emperor.28 In bottom up models, the notion of a centralised authority or control 
over the images is challenged, and the impact of local élites on the central power taken 
into account.29 However, as both models were applied, the need for reciprocal, more 
fluid theoretical systems emerged. If imperial imagery was multi-layered, it was because 
society itself was.30 Within it, different social groups interacted dynamically to create 
shared values and media, and thus ‘shared identities.’ 
Identity, in these communities as in contemporary societies, was often built on the notion 
of a shared past.31 As highlighted in the booming field of memory studies, to which I will 
return hereafter, the modality by which the past is represented in the present is through 
memory.32 Assessing memory becomes essential in a discussion of change and innovation 
in Rome, the “memory culture par excellence”.33 As phrased by Richard Terdiman, in 
traditional societies “objects and people carry their pasts and their meanings openly”.34 
Questions may be asked on who owned collective memories, and how these shaped 
25 Zanker 1987 and Wallace-Hadrill 2008. 
26 For a discussion of the aptness of terms such as ‘propaganda’ and ‘ideology’ in the Roman world, 
see Hurlet and dalla Rosa 2009, 194 (contrary to Zanker 1989 and Galinsky 1996, esp. 5). The term 
‘propaganda’ is used, for instance, in Wallace-Hadrill recent re-edition of his seminal work 
on Augustan Rome (Wallace-Hadrill 2018). For an interesting debate on ideology and power in 
archaeological remains, see Hodder 1984.
27 For examples of this type of investigation in recent scholarship: Eck 1997a and 1999; Smith 1998; 
Noreña 2001; Høgte 2005; Haensch 2009; Hekster et al. 2014. 
28 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, esp. 36; Hekster et al. 2014, 7.
29 The concept has been recently explored, for instance, in Høgte 2005 and Burnett 2011, esp. 30 (‘direct’ 
Romanisation versus ‘indirect’ Romanisation). See also Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 36; Hekster et al. 2014, 7.
30 On this multi-layering in Roman art, with a view on the art of lower classes, see for example Clarke 
2006.
31 On the unitarian notion of time as linear in human societies: Bloch 1977, 282-285. On the universality 
of the culture of remembering (Erinnerungkultur): Assmann 1992 (1999), esp. 29-33; Erll 2005.
32 Terdiman 1993, 8: “memory is the present past”. As cited in van Rookhuijzen 2018, 25.
33 Galinsky 2016, 17. 
34 Terdiman 1993, 6.
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decision-making processes for the future. How was change perceived as compared to how 
things were done ‘in the past’? 
Answering these questions is essential to arrive at an understanding of the concept of 
‘anchored innovation’, a big part of which, I would like to suggest, is based on the idea that 
anchors are constructed as references to an absent past and as its symbolic materiality. 
Before I turn to that, however, I would like to explore first, briefly, the notion of the 
entanglement between memory and things.
3.1 | Things and memory
A definition of the Roman palace cannot exist without a reflection on its location – a 
connection which is so strong that the very word ‘palace’ (palatium) derives from the 
toponym ‘Palatine’ (Mons palatium). In the dissertation, I will explore the notion of 
memory, culture, and place in Rome and on the Palatine Hill: first, with Augustus’ 
exploitation of the memory of Romulus’ hut (chapter 1); secondly, with the references 
to Augustus and his own crystallised version of the hilltop space as put forward by the 
following emperors (especially in chapters 3 and 4). The association between memory and 
space was first conceptualised by the French historiographer Pierre Nora in his pioneering 
work on the lieux de mémoire, a concept created to help explain recurrent phenomena in 
the history of France.35 Nora’s lieux de mémoire existed as intangible rituals, traditions, 
and practices (translated in English as ‘realms of memory’) or as transformations of the 
physical appearance of buildings and landscape (‘sites of memory’; ‘mnemonic sites’).36 
The attribution of memories to space always involves “appropriation and transformation 
of space and nature that is inseparable from the reproduction and transformation of 
society in time and space”.37 Their theorist described the lieux de mémoire as memories that 
are consciously and collectively created “at a particular historical moment, a turning point 
where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with the sense that memory 
has been torn”.38 Memory thus occurs as a necessity at particular epochal ruptures, when 
society passes through change, and change causes “cultural stress”.39 Its function is to 
help restore, or maintain, a sense of historical continuity through the manipulation of 
35 Nora 1984 – 1992.
36 The term ‘mnemonic site’ is borrowed from Fujitani 1996, 18. The flexibility of the concept opened the 
way for different reinterpretations and sub-specificities, some of which also applied and developed 
by scholars of the ancient world. In Edwards 1996, Gowing 2005, and Galinsky and Lapatin 2015, Rome 
is described as a memory landscape, or memoryscape. The concept of memoryscapes as topography 
of memory in relation to Rome and its monuments returns in Hölkeskamp 2006, 2014 and 2018. On 
mnemotopes (places of memory) functioning as memorials, see Assmann 1992 (1999), and Kattago 
2015, 175-196; followed most recently by van Rookhuijzen 2018, with an application of mnemotopes 
to mythological (pseudo-)memory. The variety in terminology shows how the field of ‘space’ and 
‘memory’ is still under development.
37 Pred 1986, 6.
38 Nora 1989, 7.
39 Terdiman 1993, 8. The relation between memory and space has however also been connected to the 
simple act of creating a sense of community and “spaces of remembrance”: Hölkskamp 2006, esp. 
483, with the populus Romanus and its political élite described as “a vibrant, evolving community of 
memory”.
space and remembrance.40 This definition is important because it highlights that memory 
may act as a collective phenomenon that can be consciously created by communities 
(or individuals) to overcome change and can be manipulated to serve contingent needs. 
Additionally, it can be expressed through physical objects.
The collective aspect owns much of its essence (and further developments) from the 
theory elaborated in 1925 by Maurice Halbwachs on les cadres sociaux de la mémoire, the 
social frameworks of memory.41 Halbwachs theorised the cohesive power and social 
function of memory: as individuals remember and communicate what is important for 
the social milieu they move in, they create groups and communities; but while memories 
may be collective, they are understood by different social groups and by each single 
individual subjectively.42 Halbwachs’ concept of a collective and communicative memory 
was expanded by a second theory developed in the 1920’s, although independently, 
by the art historian Aby Warburg. He propounded a ‘social memory’ based on the idea 
that images act as cultural objectivations and vehicles of memory.43 Warburg was the 
first to study memory in connection with cultural production, but his ideas have since 
stimulated a wealth of studies on cultural memory, a definition picked up in the last thirty 
years.44 Studies on the Roman world were initially mostly concerned with the memory 
of the Republic throughout the Roman period.45 However, they have lately been showing 
a growing interest in the imperial age and its own memories, beyond the persistent 
remembrance of the lost Republic.46 Following Jan Assmann, a pioneer in the application 
40 Nora 1989, 7. It should be noted that Nora distinguishes in this publication between lieux de mémoire 
and milieu de mémoire, with the milieu de mémoire described as “real environments of memory”, in 
contrast to the constructed essence of the lieux de mémoire.
41 Halbwachs 1925 and 1950. Notions of memory and space were already touched upon by Halbwachs in 
his La topographie légendaire (Halbwachs 1941), but do not seem to have influenced Nora’s elaboration 
on the lieux de mémoire; see Truc 2012, 147-148. On Halbwachs’ concepts as applied to the study of 
antiquity, see Assmann 1992 (1999), esp. 34-47.
42 As explained by Halbwachs in his last publication, La mémoire collective (Halbwachs 1950). See 
Popkin 2016, 11. For a definition of the collective dimension of memory and its impact on a variety of 
disciplines, see in particular Olick and Robbins 1998, and more recently Olick et al. 2011.
43  For an overview of both theories, Halbwachs’ and Warburg’s, and their interrelations, see Assmann 
and Czaplicka 1995; Assmann 2008. For Warburg’s ideas on the social mediation of images, which he 
did not fully develop himself in written form, his thought remaining mostly unpublished and little 
translated, see Gombrich 1970 and Forster 1976.
44 On cultural memories, their societal impact, and the history of this field of studies in multiple 
disciplines, see the collected volume by Erll and Nünning 2008 and most recently Erll 2011. In Erll 
and Nünning 2008, 2 (Introduction), cultural memory is defined as “the interplay of present and past 
in socio-cultural contexts”. For a theory of cultural memory applied to the study of antiquity, see 
Assmann 1992 (1999) and 2008. 
45 For the use of memories of the past during the Republican period, see for instance Favro 1988; 
Hölkskamp 2006 and 2018.
46 For the memory of the Republic in the imperial period, see Gowing 2005. For an example of imperial 
remembrance referred to imperial events, see for instance Favro 1996 and, more recently, Popkin 
2016. One important contribution for the expansion of the field of Roman memory studies was made 
by the project Memoria Romana, headed by Karl Galinsky, which resulted in significant publications. 
Among these are: Galinsky 2014; Galinsky and Lapatin 2015; Galinsky 2016. For a defense of the 
validity of memory studies in relation to antiquity, see Hölkskamp 2014.
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of memory studies to the world of antiquity, cultural memory is to be interpreted as a 
“contact between a remembering mind and reminding object”.47 The act of remembering 
is triggered by the visual environment: a statue, a public monument, a tomb, a private 
building, a painting.48 Objects carry memories because people embed them into things, 
like Proust’s petites madeleines.49
This thesis sidesteps the debate on things and memory: whether objects only carry socially 
constructed memories or have memories of their own, as asserted by a recently developing 
branch of archaeological studies. According to these studies, such as Bjørnar Olsen’s In 
defense of Things, things retain a materiality (a ‘thingly quality’, unique and essential) 
that is independent from “human cognition, representation, and embodiment”.50 This, 
however, does not mean, as is sometimes believed, that objects are completely deprived of 
a social function. What thing theory calls for in the field of memory studies, is recognition 
of the role of materiality and a more nuanced view on agency when exploring processes of 
continuity and change.51 One outcome of thing theory may be, for instance, that artefacts 
have the ability to go beyond the contingency of the moment and the reason for which they 
were created, taking up a life of their own – and the ability to receive new value. Artefacts 
have the ability to create categories and systems of thought.52 Chris Gosden describes this 
possibility, offered by the entanglement between things and human, as follows:
“The past forms that objects take help shape and channel the choices made in the present. 
Because objects exist to a degree independently of people, they shake not just the actions of 
the makers, but also give rise to categories of thought and notions of sensibility. People as 
social beings can be shaped in how they think and how they feel by objects. Ideas and feelings 
do not exist in cultural forms in a manner prior to things, but are created partly by them”.53
One main quality of objects is that “things last”.54 They have duration. This might seem 
an obvious thing to say, but what is perhaps less obvious is the implication of this 
statement for memory and continuity. Because things last, they are extremely effective in 
communicating memories. Again, with Gosden (2006): “The power of artefacts to shape 
and direct our thought and speech should be no surprise when we think that many objects 
were made in contemporary forms before we were born and may continue in those forms 
after we die. Cars have changed in their details since the late nineteenth century but are 
47  Assmann 2008, 111. To be noted, cultural memory is also cultural specific, as expressed in Galinsky 
2015, 3.
48 For examples of such a process of remembering, see, among others, Anguissola 2014 and Popkin 2016.
49 Assmann 2008, 111.
50 Olsen 2011, 3.
51 Hodder 2011, esp. 167.
52 Gosden 2006.
53 Gosden 2006. On the topic of human-thing entanglement, see especially Gosden 2005 and 2006; 
Hodder 2011, 2012 and 2014; Olsen 2011, esp. 107-128 (Chapter 6: “Temporality and Memory: How 
Things Remember”) and 129-151 (Chapter 7: “Living with Things: Matter in Place”). See Versluys 2016 
for an application of thing theory to the Roman world.
54 Olsen 2011, 121. See also Hodder 1984, 352.
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still, in the twenty-first, recognisably descended from older forms. No one alive today pre-
dates the car. How long such forms will last is unknown, but we can see that materially and 
socially effective forms may have considerable durability even in periods of rapid change.” 
From this description we can take away that objects channel ideas of the past due to the fact 
that they are perceived as having been there long before us, as their users/viewers.55 This 
opens up many interesting questions: who decides what constitutes the ‘older form’ if no 
one was there when the form was first created? Who can say how things were really done 
in the past, if no one is there who had seen them? Tacitus raises the same question about 
Tiberius’ succession to Augustus and the fact that in 14 CE it had ceased to be challenged: 
Domi res tranquillae, eadem magistratuum vocabula; iuniores post Actiacam victoriam, etiam 
senes plerique inter bella civium nati: quotus quisque reliquus, qui rem publicam vidisset?
“At home all was calm. The officials carried the old names; the younger men had been born after 
the victory of Actium; most even of the elder generation, during the civil wars; who indeed was left 
who had seen the Republic?” (Ann. 1.3.7)56
 
But what happens when memory is still alive? Can new forms be created, and what is 
their relationship with what came before? Can old and new be combined together, when 
the new imposes new forms of sociability, as well as technical and artistic progress? One 
answer would be that objects retain their original forms through habit; the other, that 
things, and their representation of the past, ought to and can be manipulated. Sometimes, 
both answers are true. In all cases, remembering the past plays a crucial role, as does 
anchoring memories, and habits, to the present.
3.2 | Anchoring Innovation
3.2.1 | The concept of ‘anchoring’ 
In the following paragraphs, I shall explain what is intended in this dissertation with 
‘innovation’ and ‘anchoring’, and how the concept of ‘anchoring’ can help clarify certain 
phenomena connected to change and innovation.57 Before I turn to what anchoring 
innovation might entail for the study of the Classical world, I will first address what is 
55 On the concept of short-term communicative memory and long-term cultural memory, see Assmann 
1992 (1999) and 2011; followed by Hölkskamp 2014, 65. In Gosden 2006, 425: “cultural and material 
forms existing over long spans of time form a channeling for human beings that helps orient and 
shape short-term processes and events”; as cited in Versluys 2016, 128.
56 As in Hurlet 2014, 17, where the author touches upon the concept of generations and how it affects 
historical memory. On the growing irrelevance of Republican commemoration in imperial Rome: 
Galinsky 2015, 5.
57 For the idea of ‘anchoring’ presented here, I am largely indebted to its original formulation by Ineke 
Sluiter and André Lardinois, as published in Sluiter 2013 and 2016, and as it appears in the Anchoring 
Innovation Gravitational Grant research proposal, which was kindly shared with members of the 
project (see above note 18). Many ideas were drawn from the fruitful debates and presentations on 
Anchoring Innovation during meetings, workshops, and masterclasses organised by the project.
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meant today by ‘innovation’, and present two examples of how considering or failing to 
consider familiar memories and past consumer habits have influenced the success or 
failure of inventions in the modern business world. 
A   What it means to innovate
Inventing an object (a practice, a building technique, a monument) does not necessarily 
translate into an innovation. Innovation is a complex and fragile process, and there are 
many steps to take before an invention, be it a radical idea or a revolutionary technology, 
becomes a social innovation. First of all, a distinction should be made between what is 
intended here by invention and what ‘innovation’ means. Invention has been described as 
the act of consciously implementing an idea in a new device or new process. It implies 
originality, although it might rely on a previous discovery, intended as the, sometimes 
fortuitous, by-product of a practical process.58 The action of inventing says nothing, 
however, about its modes of adoption. ‘Innovation’, on the other hand, is the process by 
which an invention spreads and is brought into use.59 This process is embedded in the 
socioeconomic and cultural environment, as technologies emerge from the essence 
of their times and are represented through the tools made available by contemporary 
communication media. Innovation is socially constructed.60 Adoption and diffusion, 
moreover, rely on individuals, or groups of individuals, who are the target and creators of 
innovations: it is people who invent, promote, or adopt new ideas, practices, or objects.61 
At the top of this scale there are the creators of new products or new practices: they are the 
ones with the ability and the tools to see that change can be easy, affordable, and socially 
beneficial. On the other steps of the scale are those who receive the innovation, and might 
be less open to change. It is these ‘agents’ who perceive something as new and circulate it as 
innovation.62 Following E. M. Rogers’ successful 1962 theory on the diffusion of innovation, 
there exist five degrees of susceptibility to innovations and five subsequent unities of 
adoption (fig. 3): that of the innovators, to be identified with the economic and intellectual 
cosmopolitan élites, they are the one who launch new ideas into a social system from 
outside its boundaries; the early adopters, who also possess a higher educational and 
socioeconomic standing but move rather within local social systems, with more access 
to information, a respected standing with their peers, and the ability to influence other 
subordinate units; the early majority, made up of those adopting an innovation just before 
the rest of the population does too; and lastly, the late majority and the laggards, normally 
more traditionalists, suspicious of change and slow in conforming to it.63 
58  Definition as in Greene 2012, 18.
59  Greene 2012, 18.
60  Bijker 2015, 135.
61  Greene 2012, 19; Sluiter 2016, 32.
62  On ‘newness’ as perception see Rogers 2003, 12.
63  Rogers 2003, 267-297. How information on innovations is passed from one unity of adoption to the other 
is one of the objects of research of network theories. For an overview of network models in social and 
mathematical sciences, see the important contributions by Watts 2003 and Ball 2005. For an application 
of social network analysis to the ancient world, see for instance Brughmans 2013; Collar 2013; Collar et 
al. 2015; Brughmans et al. 2016. Also, Woolf 2016, in which the author describes change “as a process that 
involves socialisation and the routinisation of new habits and rituals” (p. 43).
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In traditional societies, such as Rome and Greece, resistance to change may affect more 
social categories than just the late majority and the laggards of Roger’s scale. This, however, 
does not imply that these societies are inherently averse to progress: Rome is a good 
example of a traditional society in which old customs (mores) were valued above all else, 
yet at the same time technological inventions were deemed equally important and played 
a vital role in the betterment of everyday life, with a profound impact on material culture 
and landscape.64 Even in Rome, however, change was sometimes slow to be adopted when 
not fought against, especially in relation to ideological power. This is evident, for instance, 
in the reluctant acceptance of the monarchy. So how can innovation happen when it faces 
opposition to change? When does it succeed? Or what makes it fail? Let us have a look first 
at a case in which failing to consider the human-thing entanglement and the power of 
habit lead to a complete disaster. An example of a successful innovation follows.
B   What makes innovations fail: The Coca-Cola fiasco of 1985
On April 23, 1985, the Coca-Cola Company announced a new 
product – literally called New Coke – designed to win a war 
with Pepsi-Cola that had been causing Coca-Cola to loose 
significant shares of its market (fig. 4). And possibly, its 
primacy as America’s most beloved soft drink. For years, Pepsi 
had been running a very aggressive advertising campaign, 
the Pepsi Challenge, to support the claim that Pepsi tasted 
better than Coke. A televised series of random taste tests 
told the audience that, in fact, it did. To regain favour, Coca-
Cola decided to try something revolutionary: it changed 
its original formula. The new formula outperformed both 
the original Coke and Pepsi-Cola in 200,000 taste tests run 
by the Company. Coca-Cola representatives felt confident 
64 On this topic, see for instance Flohr 2016. For the impact of technological inventions and innovations 
in the Classical world, see especially The Oxford Handbook of Engineering and Technology in the 
Classical World (Oleson 2008; Greene 2008).
FIGURE 3  E. M. Roger’s adopter categorisation on the basis of innovativeness © Rogers 2003, 281, fig. 7-3.
FIGURE 4 Advertisement for 
the launch of New Coke in 1985 
© The Coca-Cola Company.
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that New Coke would be a huge success. It wasn’t. Instead, it nearly cost the company its 
existence and it instigated a consumer rebellion. People were stacking crates of old Coke 
in their basements to prepare for the future. 1,500 angry phone calls a day and even more 
letters told Coca-Cola that consumers were dissatisfied with the new product and wanted 
the old one back. Coca-Cola managers had failed to see that their product was less about 
taste than it was about symbolic meaning. Yes, New Coke tasted better, but it was the old 
drink consumers were attached to. At Coca-Cola, they failed to use the ingrained memory 
of the product. To add an anchor that would remind consumers of its past identity. Until, 
seventy-nine days and many more outraged phone calls later, the Company pulled New 
Coke from the shelves and replaced it with a brand-new Coca-Cola… Classic.65 
The managers at Coca-Cola had clearly underestimated, if not completely overlooked, 
the existing relationship between consumers and products, or consumers and brands, 
that is now a vital concept of brand marketing.66 In short, they ignored the human-thing 
entanglement embedded in their existing product; they didn’t account for people. A crucial 
mistake, if we consider that, according to a recent Dutch study, technological innovation 
weighs only on 25% of the success rate of an invention (for instance, Coke’s new formula); 
the remaining 75% is made up by the human factor: consumers and their beliefs; their 
values; their understanding of society and the world they live in.67 Innovation is more than 
just creating new technology; it is about continual and incremental adaptation of what 
people think and want; their perception of the value of ‘new’ and ‘old’. To be successful, 
“an innovation must somehow ‘land’ in the environment in which it should function”.68 It 
needs to be ‘anchored’ to an identity, better if it is an identity connected to a memory of the 
past. One successful inventor who surely understood this was Thomas Alva Edison.
C   What it takes to innovate: Edison’s light revolution 
When in 1878 Edison launched his incandescent electric light bulb on New York’s domestic 
market, electric light had already been around for almost seventy-five years. Arc lighting, 
as was dubbed the original system of electric illumination, was however too bright and 
too dazzling to be used in the confined spaces of a house.69 In the late 1870’s and early 80’s, 
gas lighting remained the main source of illumination for New Yorkers, despite the first 
attempts at using (and showcasing) electric light in the city, for instance by adopting it 
65 The story of the seventy-nine days which shook Coca-Cola can be found on the Company’s website: 
www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/coke-lore-new-coke (last accessed January 31, 2019). For an 
analysis of Coca-Cola’s managing strategy, see, among others, Fournier 1999.
66 Fournier and Avery 2011, 226.
67 Volberda et al. 2011, 88. As cited in Sluiter 2013, 75.
68 Sluiter 2013, 75.
69 The example of Edison’s innovation was first brought to my attention during an Anchoring 
Innovation meeting in 2015, where Wiebe E. Bijker gave a lecture on sociotechnologies which 
included the story of the name of Edison’s company. For an example of Bijker’s theories of the ‘social 
construction of technologies’ (SCOT) as applied to Edison: Bijker and Law 1992; more generally: 
Bijker 2015. For an excellent discussion of Edison’s design of the light bulb as innovation rooted in 
the familiar, see instead Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001. Additionally, on the social and 
communicative aspect of Edison’s light, see Bazerman 1999.
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for the city’s lamp posts.70 Electricity was deemed by many to be too unreliable and even 
too dangerous: too many corpses had been found in the wires… 71 For the residents of New 
York, electric light was not only new, it was something they looked at with suspicion. They 
preferred the comfortable familiarity of gas light, despite its shortcomings in functionality 
(such as a very low brightness). So how did Edison manage to turn his incandescent electric 
light into the revolutionary technology we know of? He did it by consciously going against 
the advantages of his own technology to turn it into something that consumers could 
understand. In fact, despite the early prototypes of a light bulb that could make rooms 
bright enough to read and work at night, he created and sold a gentler fluorescent light 
bulb that gave out a mere 13-watts and mimicked the dim atmosphere of gas lighting.72 
People were hardly noticing when gas light had been replaced by electricity. Edison even 
registered his Electric Illuminating Company as a gas company to be able to work within 
the already existing gas statutes and gain institutional legitimacy.73 He might not have 
invented electric light, but it was certainly Edison who turned it into an innovation and 
revolutionised society by rooting one new technology into the familiarity of an old one.74 
Ultimately, the adoption of electricity was made possible not by its intrinsic technological 
advantages, but by its being firmly anchored in its social environment.
D    Anchored innovations: “Every manufacture presupposes a material out of which is made, 
every present a past on which it rests.”75
Ultimately, the guttae of the temple at Selinus, Coca-Cola’s rebranding of its drink as 
“Classic”, Edison’s clever marketing strategy of his lightning technology are similar forms 
of coping with change: they all include a link to what was already known and valued; a 
tool, to change from the old to the new. In today’s society, for example, skeuomorphic 
designs, such as Edison’s light bulb, helped people transition from physical to digital 
devices: the digital calculator on our phones that looks like a ‘real’ calculator; the post-it’s 
on our computers, are all examples of skeuomorphism, and made our smart-phones and 
our tablets more accessible.76 In general, skeuomorphic designs lack an objective function 
(see, once again, the guttae in the Greek temples) besides that of making new designs more 
easily understandable to their users/viewers.77 In social psychology, this phenomenon is 
conceptualised as ‘anchoring’ and explained as the tendency of the human mind to fixate 
70 Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 483.
71 Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 487.
72 Bazerman 1999, 9; Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 489.
73 Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 483, 490. To be able to do so, Edison changed the name of his 
company, originally registered as Edison Electric Light, to simply Illuminating Company.
74 Bijker and Law 1992, 180: “Americans celebrated Edison a hero of production, for Edison responded to 
the dominant values of his days and developed a production-oriented frame of meaning.”
75 Chamberlain 1912. As cited in Fujitani 1996, 3.
76 Sluiter 2016, 29-30.
77 Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 491.
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on knowledge it already possesses when assessing new information.78 The old functions 
as a lens through which the new is evaluated and understood.
We have now circled back to the word ‘anchoring’. By now it should be evident that 
‘anchoring’ means rooting change into the familiar, the new into the old. But then again, 
the very same word ‘innovation’ contains the concept of anchoring: in Latin, innovare does 
not refer to the creation of something entirely new, but it rather translates as the act of 
adding something new to the old. Anchored innovations can however be more than just 
skeuomorphs or estimates of the mind or things added to something already existing. 
To return to the example of the guttae, it is actually possible that an ‘original’, ‘primeval’ 
gutta in the wooden Greek temples may never have existed, but that the guttae were 
created to display an idea of the past that could not be questioned, and reflected beliefs 
and institutions of the environment which created them (that is, the new, developing 
Greek poleis). Certainly, memory is one of the strategies “by which groups in a traditional 
society could impose their version of reality on others and at the same time protect it from 
challenge.”79 Finally, what people know, value, or remember can either be used truthfully, 
to replicate real memories (the physical calculator transformed into a skeuomorphic, 
digital version of the original design) or it can be anchored in a manipulated past, where 
objects and places may be misread to serve a political agenda or even invented (although 
not necessary ex nihilo).80 By encompassing both real and constructed memories, the 
concept of anchoring is not necessarily about the old as it was, but mostly about how 
it transformed over time and how it was perceived, the same way that the concept of 
‘newness’ is about what is perceived as being new.81
As the examples presented here show, innovations have substantially better chances to 
succeed when they comply with two requirements: having an anchor to the past, and an 
78 The mechanism of ‘anchoring’ was first observed by Tversky and Kahneman 1974 and described 
as follows: “a cognitive bias (or subconscious phenomenon) that describes the common human 
tendency to rely too heavily on the first piece of information offered (the ‘anchor’) when making 
decisions. During decision making, anchoring occurs when individuals use an initial piece of 
information to make subsequent judgements. Once an anchor is set, other judgements are made by 
adjusting away from that anchor, and there is a bias toward interpreting other information around the 
anchor.” Additionally, on this topic, see Ariely et al. 2003; Kahneman 2011 (Chapter 11: ‘Anchors’).
79 Bradley 1987, 15.
80 The phenomenon of invented traditions has been thoroughly analysed by Eric Hobsbawm and 
Terence Ranger, and defined as “a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted 
rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of 
behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity (…) with a suitable historic past.” 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992, 1; first published in 1983). For a discussion of the concept of invented 
traditions under Augustus, see in particular Hekster 2017, esp. 49. See also, Assman 2008, 111: “(…) 
groups which, of course, do not ‘have’ a memory tend to ‘make’ themselves one by means of things 
meant as reminders such as monuments, museums, libraries, archives, and other mnemonic 
institutions. This is what we call cultural memory.” For the misreading of a prehistoric site for the 
political construction of medieval palaces at the same site, see Bradley 1987.
81 Sluiter 2016, 31-32. On the concept of ‘new’, see also Rogers 2003, 12: “if an idea seems new to 
the individual, it is an innovation. (…) ‘Newness’ of an innovation may be expressed in terms of 
knowledge, persuasion, or a decision to adopt.”
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anchor to the present. Innovations seem to succeed when they are rooted in memory, and 
have the ability to domesticate the unfamiliar by referring to the familiar. At the same 
time, that means they need to be firmly anchored in the present, with its conception of 
what is familiar but also its affordances. Innovation is about adapting an invention to its 
contemporary socio-historical environment. Edison’s light bulb succeeded because it 
initially imitated gas lighting, at the moment the ‘familiar’ mode of illumination, and that 
sanctioned its acceptance. But that was not the only condition that enabled its success: the 
success also came because the market had already been building up to the change from 
gas lighting to electric lighting, and was ready to take the turn, what in economics is called 
‘cumulative advantage’. Disruptive innovations such as Edison’s light, or, as I will discuss, 
Elagabalus’ residence at the Horti Spei Veteris in Rome (chapter 4, article 6) equally benefit 
from incremental change, despite the fact that their final goal is to replace the product 
they are mimicking.82 In contemporary society, the best example of such a dynamic 
would be the success of Facebook over MySpace: despite being based on the same idea of 
online social networking, only the former became successful. This was partly due, on the 
one hand, to the fact that the market had already been warming up to Facebook’s more 
innovative elements with MySpace; on the other, although not exclusively, to the fact that 
Facebook had the advantage of conjuring up a familiar product, the college facebook, to its 
target of university students, whereas MySpace presented none of these anchors.83
In this system of co-dependency with the past, there are obviously also risks involved. For 
instance, the embedding of innovations within an already established social structure 
runs the chance of suppressing the evolutionary potential of a new artifact by only 
representing it through a familiar language.84 Understanding of the new product needs 
instead to be left open to new ways of expression, so that the anchored innovation may 
also evolve over time and reach its full potential.
To sum up, anchored innovations have an agenda (replace the old with the new by 
referring to the familiar) and a communicative function. In this type of innovation, the new 
is anchored in the old, reshuffled, recombined, embedded in traditional set of values and 
assets as key to make sense of it. Anchored innovations generally occur at particular times 
of rupture and change, or in connection with societal crisis. They also have an agency: 
there is always a ‘creator’, a person or a group of individuals who foresees the benefits 
of change and uses a practice, an object, a form of language to pass on a new societal 
message. Anchored artefacts have therefore a socially mediated function. There is always, 
equally, an audience.85 A creative act is a social act, and a social act implies the gaze of an 
82 For the concept of disruptive innovations as distinguished from sustainable (incremental) 
innovations, I refer to the publications by its creator: Christensen 2015 et al.; Christensen 2016 (first 
published in 1997).
83 Lafley and Martin 2017. The two authors define consumers as “creatures of habit”.
84 Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 488, 492: “good design should neither deprive the public of 
the familiar features necessary for understanding and use nor bind the innovation too closely to 
established institutions.”
85 Sluiter 2013, 75; Sluiter 2016, passim.
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audience.86 This gaze is historically and socially constructed: it depends from the 
environment in which it is placed and it changes over time.
Finally, the advantage of the concept of anchoring is that it encompasses many approaches 
to innovation and memory, from all kinds of disciplines, and gives them an umbrella 
to explain over-arching phenomena. The question that is central to this dissertation is 
how anchoring would play in the realm of archaeology, and especially in relation to the 
decoration and the architecture of the imperial residences on the Palatine. Notions of 
anchoring are thus addressed in the case studies that form the corpus of my research. 
Before coming to these, I will proceed to give an overview of how anchoring might help 
explaining how some innovations were able to take place in the heart of Rome.
3.3 | Anchoring the emperor’s house 
Applying the concept of anchoring has allowed me to look at innovation on the Palatine 
from a different angle. Mostly this was done in regard to design (architectonic and 
ornamental), but more generally, it was about looking at how power was displayed by the 
emperors in their domestic environment: what changes were made; how emperors dealt 
with expectations and affordances (economic circumstances, technological progress, 
artistic taste); how they constructed or exploited memories of the past. Augustus, for 
instance, as Rome’s first emperor, had to deal with the memory of the Republic; all the 
following emperors had to deal with the memory of Augustus. 
The first thing to consider when looking at imperial residences, is the role of their owners. 
An emperor is not just like any other person: “The whole point about being a dictator, is 
that you’re in a class of one. (…) You’re saying it loud for the state, which is you; you’re 
embodying the ancient values of your people (revised in 1930 or 1976 or 1990). It’s your 
taste that counts and, frankly, you’re infallible. You can have houses (or rather palaces) 
wherever you want. Pick a spot – any spot – and just get building. You own all spots. If the 
spot’s peasants object, then your people know what to do.”87 This passage was written 
about twentieth century dictators, but may have as well be referring to Roman monarchs 
– or any ruler in history. The takeaway is that emperors, like contemporary rulers, had the 
meanings and the ability to experiment. Moreover, they could choose where to build their 
houses and use them to make a statement about their power.
If one has the liberty to build anywhere, then location matters.88 It matters even more if 
there is no choice and one has to cope with what is given. Since the very beginning, before 
86 Csikszentmihalyi 1988, 168: “Creativity depends on a social context in at least two ways: ontologically, 
it is the consensus of a critical segment of society that defines what is or is not creative; empirically, 
the realisation of creative ideas relies on the support of the social milieu. In either case, it can be said 
that, to be actualised, a creative act not only needs the psychic energy of the creative person but it also 
needs to attract the attention of some relevant social group.”
87 York 2005, ix.
88 Low and Lawrence Zúñiga 2003, 128: “Command over physical space ensures ‘invisible’ control over 
the social production of power relations.”
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Octavian even became Augustus, it is evident that the strategy of exploiting mnemonic 
sites was well present in the mind of Roman leaders. Octavian consciously decided to 
transfer his residence on the Palatine, where he bought new properties already as early 
as 43 or 42 BCE. Once he had settled, he used the physical permanence of the hill – its 
memory as the seat of the first Roman settlement and the presence of the so-called hut 
of Romulus – to communicate his idea of monarchy to the Romans (chapter 1).89 At the 
same time, with the erection of the temple of Apollo in 36 CE next to his house (almost 
in it), he also changed the appearance of the hill and re-constructed it as a Hellenistic 
acropolis.90 Augustus exploited a positive memory (the mythical dimension of Rome’s 
origins) to enforce a change and he was then able to use his properties on the Palatine as a 
royal residence. His strategy, because it was anchored in the past, succeeded, as opposed 
to Nero’s approach to building his residence. Nero expanded the Palatine domus over two 
adjacent hills (the Esquiline and the Caelian) and the valley between them, expropriated 
land to do it, made a show out of his house, and himself. Despite the fact that not everything 
about his house was untraditional, and that there were strategies of anchoring in play 
(as in the representation of a new Golden Age mirroring that of Augustus, see chapter 2), 
Nero’s house was not viewed favourably, especially once he had died. His radical views on 
how the monarchy should be constructed may have contributed to the negative reception 
by his peers; certainly, it did not help when he staged the celebrations for the new King 
Tiridates, whom he had appointed, as a grand Hellenistic ceremony, with gold everywhere 
and an embroidered image of Nero as the Sun above the stage “with shining stars all 
around him”.91 Nero had succumbed to the lure of radical rebranding without considering 
that his ‘market’ (the Roman audience) may not have been ready for it – neither for a 
boastful palace nor for an overtly Hellenistic monarchy.92 If it is true that as a ‘dictator’ 
you may build your houses wherever you want, it is not without consequences: shaping 
physical spaces inevitably attracts opposition and sparkles unresolved conflicts among 
social groups or individual actors, as with Nero and Rome’s senatorial élites.93 The fruits of 
89 On the exploitation of Romulus’ memory: Dio 53.16.5. On the permanency of the lieux de mémoire, see 
Hölscher 2010, 131-137, as cited in van Rookhuijzen 2018, 29. On constructing sole rule by exploiting 
Rome’s traditions, see most recently Hekster 2017, with previous references. The strategy of ritual 
continuity as applied to places continued well into the Middle Ages, when we equally see it exploited 
for the erection of palaces; see on this topic Bradley 1987; Rollason 2012; Rollason 2016.
90 Meyboom 2005, 258. For the traditions employed to anchor the house to the temple of Apollo, see 
Hekster and Rich 2006.
91 Dio 63.6.1-2. As translated in Strootman 2014, 52: the image was meant as a symbol of the king 
surrounded by his philoi and his court; the setting of the celebrations in a theatre was also 
characteristic of Hellenistic kingdoms.
92 On traditional elements in Nero’s Domus Aurea, see Elsner 1994, 122-123. For elements of continuity in 
Neronian architecture, see Beste and von Hesberg 2013, esp. 314. On Nero’s compliance to traditional 
views of the monarchy, and especially his relation, in the first years of his rule, to Augustus’ 
traditionalism in the imperial household, see Mordine 2013.
93 On appropriation of space and the conflict for the dominance of public spaces, in order to dominate 
memories, see Low and Lawrence Zúñiga 2003, 20-22. In Elsner 1994, 122-123: “What is at stake is 
whether what Nero did was by definition outrageous by every standard of Roman taste and decorum 
(as the sources imply) or whether it became the supreme symbol of outrageousness only when (and 
because) Nero was overthrown.”
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Nero’s labour, however, were picked up by the Flavians, who dealt ingeniously with both 
the positive memory of Augustus and the negative one of Nero on the Palatine (chapter 3). 
When Domitian introduced the ‘novelty’ of his large residence, limited once again to the 
Palatine, the people of Rome had already been slowly getting acquainted with the notion 
of a palace and with the hill as the official seat of the emperor’s power. Once the hill lost its 
role as mnemonic site to become an archetype (the seat of the palace), its function could 
then be moved elsewhere, as with the Severans’ villa ad spem veterem (chapter 4, article 6). 
The Palatine became the anchor.
The transferring of the Palatine away from the Palatine was accomplished through the 
replication of its architecture, another of the tools available to emperors for the display of 
their ideological power. According to David Rollason, ideological power “could derive from 
buildings and their decoration intended to enhance the image of kingship and to make 
more impressive the rituals associated with it, or it could derive from the pre-existing 
associations of a place, as for example, from proximity between a palace and prehistoric 
monuments which, by recalling to mind traditions about earlier rulers, may have 
enhanced the power of place for the new incumbents.”94 Once again, the representation of 
power is strictly connected to the past. In Rome, emperors competed to leave their mark 
on the city. As with every new generation, every new emperor tried to communicate his 
own world view through his surroundings.95 Together with his advice to follow Augustus’ 
exemplum at the beginning of De Clementia, Seneca also suggests to Nero to let go of the 
past and shape the Principate according to his ‘taste’ (De clem. 1.1.6):
Sed ingens tibi onus imposuisti; nemo iam divum Augustum nec Ti. Caesaris prima tempora 
loquitur nec, quod te imitari velit, exemplar extra te quaerit; principatus tuus ad gustum 
exigitur. 
“But it is a mighty burden that you have taken upon yourself; no one to-day talks of the deified 
Augustus or the early years of Tiberius Caesar, or seeks for any model he would have you copy 
other than yourself; the standard for your principate is the foretaste you have given.”
 
Change, however, called for caution, as rupture from tradition and continuity was often 
viewed as ‘bad behaviour’: the emperors who tried to abruptly impose changes inevitably 
ended up being accused of tyranny (Caligula, Nero, Domitian, and in a way also Julius Caesar 
and Mark Antony). Inevitably Roman rulers had to comply with tradition, and especially 
with the expectations of the most conservative fringes of society. In Jaś Elsner’s words: 
94 Rollason 1987, 429-430. Rollason (1987, 429-430) follows Max Weber’s classification of authority 
for the definition of three categories of power as related to imperial display and ruler’s residences: 
bureaucratic power, as the machinery of government; personal power, as the personal relationship 
between the holders of power and those subject to them (this power “might derive from the residence 
of the king at a particular place and the network of relationships which he built up and formalized 
around him”); and finally, ideological power, as the power derived from the beliefs of those who 
accepted it. The tripartite classification returns in Rollason 2016, esp. 4-7.
95 In Elsner 1994, 123-124 the process is defined as an “incremental visual discourse of building by 
successive emperors”.
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“A key problem for imperial builders was the need to make a new and grandiose statement 
while at the same time not veering to the excessive. Too extravagant an architectural, visual, 
or topographical gesture (like Nero’s colossus or Domus Aurea) could meet with virulent 
polemical condemnation. (…) the demand to be even more dramatically innovative while 
never too outrageously exceeding the bounds of traditional decorum – is one of the most 
persistent features of the imperial office (and not only in matters of art and architecture). 
Any imperial intervention in the visual environment – however conservative or radical – 
was a sign of continuity. It expressed the current emperor’s affirmation of a tradition of 
constructing and restoring public buildings, and of setting up honorific statues and 
paintings, which went back to the Republic.”96 
The need for combining the new with the old was true for public buildings as much as for 
the emperors’ houses (and those of their households). Ideological power and the changes 
connected to it needed, evidently, anchors to the past. Martial describes Domitian 
adopting this strategy (Epigram. 8.80.7-8):
Sic nova dum condis, revocas, Auguste, priora:
Debentur quae sunt quaeque fuere tibi.
“Thus, Augustus, while founding the new, you bring back the old. 
What is and what was alike are owed to you.”97
Ultimately, Roman emperors were expected to show command over time. This necessity 
translated in the institutionalised notion of cyclic time and the symbolism of the Aurea 
Aetas – the Golden Age, the permanent renewal of nature and mankind. Maurice Bloch 
described cyclic time as follows: “the evidence for static or cyclic time comes from that 
special type of communication, which we can label ritual in the broad sense of the term: 
greetings, and fixed politeness formula, formal behaviour and above all rituals, whether 
social, religious or state.”98 Roman emperors used the symbolism of the Aurea Aetas to 
justify continuity in the face of change: quoting Frédéric Hurlet, “l’Empire Romain, qui 
perdura tout en changeant de form, et précisament parce qu’elle changea de forme”99 – the 
Empire that can last while it changes, or precisely because it changes. Augustus was the 
first to transfer to the Roman monarchy the Greek-Hellenistic concept (and language) of 
the Golden Age. After him, however, Nero, the Flavian emperors, Septimius Severus, they 
all returned – cyclically – to it. Domitian’s new Rome, as in Martial, it is such because it 
is blessed by a new Golden Age.100 References to the Aurea Aetas are a thread that passes 
through the entire duration of the Roman Empire, and continually surfaces in the houses 
of Roman emperors and their decoration. 
96 Elsner 1998, 63-64.
97 As translated by Rosati 2017, 54.
98 Bloch 1977, 284-285.
99 Hurlet 2014, 13.
100 Mart. Ep. 5.7.3-4: taliter exuta est ueterem noua Roma senectam / et sumpsit uultus praesidis ipsa sui; “so now 
has a new Rome thrown off her ancient length of days, and taken on the countenance of her ruler.” As in 
Rosati 2017, 54, with a discussion of the additional representations of the Golden Age in Martial.
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In this dissertation, the theme of the Golden Age constitutes the main focus of my research 
on Neronian art (chapter 2), but it also accompanies, more generally, the analysis of the 
emperors’ ideological power as displayed on the Palatine. This analysis was conducted 
primarily by looking at the architecture and decoration of the imperial domus, while 
also taking into consideration the contribution given by ancient literary sources to their 
understanding. An overview of the source material is outlined in the following session. 
4 | Source materials
In order to understand how residences reflected imperial power and changing ideas of 
monarchy – from the parts of emperors and imperial subjects – I have concentrated my 
analysis on the architecture and the decoration of the domus on the Palatine. The research 
is based on primary and secondary sources: the texts of ancient authors, which give us an 
external view of the imperial residences and archaeological evidence that has emerged in 
Rome especially on the Palatine, which offers us a view ‘from the inside’. The architectural 
appearance of the Palatine has been the object of extended research in the last three 
decades. There is much information available today which can be used as a foundation 
for new social and cultural-historical studies on the emperor’s house. While topography 
and architecture have been the object of numerous studies on imperial ideology in the 
past, wall paintings have often remained a neglected category of sources in this respect. 
Compared to imperial coinage, historical reliefs, or portraiture, for instance, they are 
much less frequently adopted as supporting material for historical research. Through the 
case studies presented here, I intend to demonstrate that wall paintings can equally carry 
crucial information for the understanding of imperial communication in its historical 
and societal context. This includes the decorations that have emerged from the latest 
excavations as well as the fragments of wall paintings that are found scattered in museums 
and archaeological deposits.
The reason for studying architectonic and decorative design in the imperial residences in 
relation to political change and anchored innovations is that variations in governmental 
structures inevitably produce changes in the way power is represented. This is especially 
true at turning points in history, when individuals are forced to leave their comfort 
zones, and thus translate the major changes in their forms of government into significant 
changes in the arts. The assumption applies to Rome as much as contemporary Manhattan: 
following the words of the New York modern architecture critic Ada Louise Huxtable, 
“comfort has never produced the departures that mark the turning points of art and 
history”.101 I will proceed to illustrate the sources I have used for the development of the case 
studies, starting with the literary sources, and continuing with the archaeological evidence 
related to the architecture and the wall paintings. Where deemed important, I have added 
information or examples that were not included in the manuscript’s case studies for 
reasons of space or relevance to the focus of the individual articles, but that I believe may be 
beneficial towards a better understanding of this research’s general framework.
101 Huxtable 2008, xviii.
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4.1 | Literary sources
Ancient authors represent an invaluable source for the comprehension of imperial 
ideology and the social context in which it was developed, as they highlight not only the 
messages that emperors set out to communicate, but also the way in which they were 
received, either positively or negatively, by their peers and their subjects. Their works 
furthermore contain valuable information on the status of the imperial residences on the 
Palatine, their architecture, and their decorations.
In regard to the architecture of the palace, written sources highlight a clear evolution in the 
perception of the Palatine domus. At the beginning of Octavian’s sole leadership in Rome, 
his house was undistinguished from those of the aristocratic élite.102 Vitruvius, when 
listing his suggestions of how houses may reflect their owner’s socio-economic standing, 
discusses the appropriate architecture for the houses of those in power, the nobiles, but 
makes no distinction for the house of the monarch (De Arch. 1.2.9; 6.5.2; see chapter 1).103 
The situation, however, changed rapidly. Already in Ovid we see a poetic mirroring of the 
Palatine in the heavens (‘Palatia magna caeli’), where Jupiter’s dwelling stands out from 
those of the other gods.104 The parallelism is reversed, thus taking a step further, in Martial 
and Statius. Now it is the Palatine that becomes the seat of Jupiter on earth (chapter 4, 
article 6).105 During the first century CE various authors (including Statius and Martial after 
Domitian’s death) condemn the display of luxuria privata in the emperor’s house. Nero 
becomes the model of what Roman rulers are advised by their peers not to do. Especially 
the authors writing under the adoptive emperors – Tacitus, Suetonius, Pliny the Younger 
– advise against the excessive display of power and praise those emperors who are able 
to show modesty, frugality, decorum, and accessibility. Gone are the emphatic praises 
of Domitian’s palace, but the Palatine dwelling now clearly appears as the official seat of 
power in the words of those who had access to it by being close to the emperor, such as 
Pliny with Trajan. A distinction is made in ancient sources between the physical space 
of the domus (the palatium) and its bureaucratic and representative apparatus (the court, 
defined with the term aula).106 
The term palatium had a Latin origin, as it was strictly connected to the name of the 
Palatine. It developed in parallel to the evolution of the emperor’s residence on the hill 
from domus into the seat of power, the function of which could be transferred away from 
the hill by being retained in a palace. Hence Dio (53.16.5-6):
102 For the aristocratic domus on the Palatine before Octavian took possession of the hill, see Papi 1998 
and Foubert 2016. For the further development of senatorial houses parallel to that of the imperial 
residences, see Eck 1997b.
103 See for instance Hales 2003, 61-64 on this topic.
104 Ov. Met. 1.176. As in Winterling 1999, 210; Segal 2001, 79-80.
105 Stat. Silvae 4.2.18-23; Mart. Ep. 12.15.6-10; Mart. Ep. 8.39.
106 On the complex definition of the term aula in Rome and its relation to the Roman court, see in 
particular Wallace-Hadrill 1996; Winterling 1999, 195-203; Pani 2003.; Wallace-Hadrill 2011, esp. 96-97.
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καλεῖται δὲ τὰ βασίλεια παλάτιον, οὐχ ὅτι καὶ ἔδοξέ ποτε οὕτως αὐτὰ ὀνομάζεσθαι, ἀλλ᾿ 
ὅτι ἔν τε τῷ Παλατίῳ ὁ Καῖσαρ ᾤκει καὶ ἐκεῖ τὸ στρατήγιον εἶχε, καί τινα καὶ πρὸς τὴν τοῦ 
Ῥωμύλου προενοίκησιν φήμην ἡ οἰκία αὐτοῦ ἀπὸ τοῦ παντὸς ὄρους ἔλαβε· καὶ διὰ τοῦτο κἂν 
ἄλλοθί που ὁ αὐτοκράτωρ καταλύῃ, τὴν τοῦ παλατίου ἐπίκλησιν ἡ καταγωγὴ αὐτοῦ ἴσχει.
“The royal residence is called Palatium, not because it was ever decreed that this should be its 
name, but because Caesar dwelt on the Palatine and had his military headquarters there, though 
his residence gained a certain degree of fame from the mount as a whole also, because Romulus 
had once lived there. Hence, even if the emperor resides somewhere else, his dwelling retains the 
name of Palatium.”107
The term aula, instead, derived from the Greek-Hellenistic vocabulary of royal kingship. 
According to Jeremy Paterson, this borrowing was “an indication that the Romans had 
models of Hellenistic kingship in their minds when the Roman Principate came into 
being”; indeed, “the Greek term became current rather than its Latin equivalent, ‘atrium’.”108
Little, unfortunately, is said by ancient authors specifically in regard to wall paintings 
in the imperial residences, or even more generally about function of these decorations, 
the origin of fashion trends or their dating. The majority of the information we possess 
comes from Vitruvius and Pliny the Elder, whose works contain only brief comments on 
the content of wall decorations and their arrangement within the house, the larger part of 
the discussion being focused on either the technique of wall painting, or more generally 
on panel painting.109 Panel painting, indeed, appears to be the most esteemed form of 
painting, especially in relation to the works of the old Greek masters. Comparing panel 
and wall paintings, Pliny openly states that “among artists great fame has been confined to 
painters of pictures only (…) for they did not decorate walls, merely for owners of property, 
or houses, which would remain in one place and which would not be rescued from a fire.”110 
Vitruvius gives a brief overview of the history of wall decorations in Rome until the date 
of publication of his book on architecture, which was completed sometime before 27 BCE 
and therefore only covers a short period of Rome’s rulership under Augustus.111 The new 
developments of the so-called Third Pompeian Style were by then not yet fully outlined 
and they are only briefly described, critically, by the author in a now paradigmatic excerpt 
(De Arch. 7.5.3): 
107 As translated in Paterson 2007, 128. The Greek term τὰ βασιλεία never took root in Rome, the Latin 
equivalent being preferred over the Greek.
108 Paterson 2007, 127. 
109 On the various techniques and pigments as described by these authors, see in particular Bianchi 
2009.
110 Plin. N.H. 35.118: Sed nulla gloria artificum est nisi qui tabulas pinxere (…) non enim parietes excolebant 
dominis tantum nec domos uno in loco mansuras, quae ex incendiis rapi non possent. Of the work of the 
Greek ‘masters’ unfortunately nothing survives today, except for alleged copies of their work in 
mosaics and wall decorations. For a collection of ancient sources on panel painting: Kainsteiner et al. 
2016 (Der neue Overbeck), as recommended in Moormann 2016, 151. For an overview of copies of Greek 
originals in Greek and Roman mosaics and wall paintings: Mielsch 2008.
111 Wall paintings are the topic of Book 7, Chapter 5 of Vitruvius’ De Architectura.
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Sed haec, quae ex veris  rebus exempla sumebantur, nunc iniquis moribus inprobantur. 
<Nam pinguntur> tectoriis monstra potius quam ex rebus finitis imagines certae: pro 
columnis enim struuntur calami striati, pro fastigiis appagineculi cum crispis foliis et 
volutis, item candelabra aedicularum sustinentia figuras, supra fastigia eor um surgentes 
ex radicibus cum volutis teneri plures habentes in se sine ratione sedentia sigilla, non minus 
coliculi dimidiata habentes sigilla alia humanis, alia bestiarum capitibus.
“But these which were imitations based upon reality are now disdained by the improper taste of 
the present. On the stucco are monsters rather than definite representations taken from definite 
things. Instead of columns there rise up stalks; instead of gables, striped panels with curled leaves 
and volutes. Candelabra uphold pictured shrines and above the summits of these, clusters of 
thin stalks rise from their roots in tendrils with little figures seated upon them at random. Again, 
slender stalks with heads of men and of animals attached to half the body.” 112
Pliny the Elder, in his Naturalis Historia, completed between 77 and 79 CE, gives us one 
of the few names of Roman painters that has been handed down to us, that of Studius 
or Ludius, said to have been the first to introduce landscape painting (topiaria opera) in 
Roman mural decorations (fig. 5).113 According to modern scholarship, the genre appears 
to have been truly a creation ex novo of the Augustan age, one which runs parallel to a taste 
for new bucolic themes (chapter 1). Significantly, landscape paintings have also been 
interpreted in the past as one of the forms in which Augustan artists expressed Augustus’ 
Golden Age.114 Pliny mentions a second painter who is even more tightly connected to 
the court and the imperial buildings, and was the interpreter of yet another Golden Age 
(chapter 2, article 2 and 3). In N.H. 35.120, we learn about a Famulus, or Fabullus, who was 
famous, among other things, for having “incarcerated” his art in Nero’s Domus Aurea: 
112 In De Arch. 7.5.4. The Latin text was taken from: Vitruvius. On Architecture, Volume II: Books 
6-10. Translated by Frank Granger. Loeb Classical Library 280. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1934. 
113 Plin. N.H. 35.116-117 (for the full Latin text with translation, see chaper 1, article 1, page 70). For a brief 
overview of Roman painters known to us, see Ling 1991, 212-213.
114 On the originality of Augustan landscape paintings and Studius, see first Ling 1977, and most recently 
Hinterhöller-Klein 2015, esp. 67-67, 192-196. On this genre as expression of the Aurea Aetas, see Förtsch 
1989, 333-336; Hinterhöller-Klein 2015, 65. In Mola and Moormann 2008, 66-69, the authors suggest 
that Studius or Ludius may have been the painter of the Villa of the Farnesina.
FIGURE 5 Sacral-idyllic 
landscape from Herculaneum 
III 16, Casa dell'Erma di Bronzo, 
corridor 6. Middle of the Third 
Pompeian Style © Hinterhöller-
Klein 2015, pl. 35, fig. 186..
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Paucis diei horis pingebat id quoque cum gravitate, quod semper togatus quamquam in 
machinis. Carcer eius artis domus aurea fuit, ei ideo non extant exempla alia magnopere.
“Famulus used to spend only a few hours a day in painting, and also took his work very seriously, 
as he always wore a toga, even when in the midst of his easels. The Golden House was the prison 
that contained his productions, and this is why other examples of his work are not extant to any 
considerable extent.”115
Studius and Fabullus are two of the very few names of Roman imperial painters handed 
down to us (Pliny mentions in passing a Cornelius Pinus and an Attius Priscus who 
painted the Temple of Honour and Virtus for Vespasian), and the only two of whom 
we know something about the content and the style of their painting.116 It may not be 
coincidental that the Augustan and Neronian periods are the two moments in the imperial 
age when wall paintings are at their peak. The same could be said of the fact that we also 
only know the names of the architects responsible for the erection of Nero’s Domus Aurea 
(Severus and Celer) and Domitian’s Palatine complex (Rabirius): the two buildings that 
marked a technological advancement and a decisive turn in domestic architecture, which 
undoubtedly left a mark on contemporary society.117 With the exception of Vitruvius and 
Pliny, however, and the little information they provide, ancient authors rarely comment 
on wall paintings, leaving a blank page for us to fill.
Before I turn to wall paintings as source material for this research, I will proceed to give an 
overview of the material available today to reconstruct the architectural appearance of the 
Palatine domus.
4.2 | Architecture
4.2.1 | Architecture between tradition and innovation
Architecture is the perfect medium for the display of power, as it embodies the emperor 
in his private sphere, yet it is designed to make him, and his household, publicly visible. 
The outside of imperial residences may be charged with meanings that can be appreciated 
from afar, and their interiors arranged so as to give comfort to the ruler whilst staging his 
presence to his guests. Not surprisingly, in the sixth century CE Cassiodorus, secretary 
to the Ostrogoth king Theodoric, considered the ‘halls’ of his ruler as “the delights of our 
115 Even though the version Famulus should be preferred (see Meyboom 1995), the name Fabullus 
remains the most commonly used in moder scholarship. For a discussion of Famulus as having 
already operated in the Domus Transitoria, Nero’s first official residence: Vlad Borrelli 1957; de Vos 
1990. On Fabullus in the Domus Aurea: Dacos 1968, 210-226; Meyboom 1995, 229-245; Meyboom and 
Moormann 2013, 61-62.
116 Plin. N.H. 35.120. Ling 1991, 213 highlights the fact that painter’s names tend to become Romanised 
during the imperial age, in constrast to the majority of Greek names of the Republican period.
117 Severus and Celer are mentioned in Tacitus (Ann. 53.42) as magistri and machinatores of Nero’s domus; 
see in particular Ball 1994, 231-233. Rabirius only appears mentioned in poetic form in one of Martial’s 
praises to Domitian’s Palatine dwelling (Ep. 7.56). 
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power, the decorous face of our rule, the public testimony of kingdoms: they are shown to 
ambassadors for their admiration, and at first sight one believes that as the house is seen 
to be, so must be the lord.”118 Through the architectural appearance of the house, emperors 
were able to manipulate the past in a manner that was immediately tangible, and could be 
adapted to suit different audiences at different locations. Again, the manipulation could 
affect either the exterior or the interior of a house, or both might be used simultaneously 
to convey different messages, as with the traditional corona civica displayed by Augustus 
at the entrance of his house while he was also arranging his interiors so that they would 
convey a Hellenistic atmosphere and please his foreign guests. 
The same strategy was adopted by Asian kings in the eighteenth century: by Emperor Meiji 
in Japan, who planned his new palace so as to look traditional from the outside, for his 
subjects, and innovative in the inside, for his western guests (the example is presented more 
extensively in chapter 1); and by the emperors of the Qing dynasty in their multiple palaces 
in Chengde, China, where they received courtiers and higher officers of state. The Qing’s, an 
‘external’ tribe to the Han-Chinese population, constructed their power by conforming the 
entrances to their palaces to traditional, Confucian temple architecture; inside, however, 
they followed their own new rituals and developed their own language of power.119 
Traditional values can certainly also be attached to the interiors of buildings: in the 
decoration of rooms but also in their arrangement, their furnishing, and their design. In 
Rome, little (if nothing) remains of furniture. We are thus left to deduce the elements of 
interior architecture by the design of the rooms and their decorations, whether spaces and 
walls reflected traditional ideas of the Roman house or whether they introduced innovative 
characteristics. A traditional design had the purpose to transfer to new buildings well 
known functions and a familiar atmosphere, especially at moments in which the general 
environment was rapidly changing. To return to New York, at the time when the city 
was developing into the symbol of the ‘modern metropolis’ at the end of the nineteenth 
century, with electric light taking over every home and buildings speedily transforming 
into modernist skyscrapers, anchoring was not forgotten. At the new Waldorf Astoria Hotel, 
for instance, inaugurated in 1893 in an atmosphere of such liberal views that women were 
welcomed to visit it unchaperoned, the ballroom was designed as an exact replica of the 
Astor mansions, a “haunted house, rife with the ghosts of its predecessors”, because such was 
“the Manhattanist strategy for the production of vicarious history, ‘age’ and respectability. In 
Manhattan the new and revolutionary is presented, always, in the false light of familiarity”.120
118 Cass. Variae (536/537 CE). As translated in Rollason 2016, 60.
119 The Qing palaces at Chengde were also used to take possess of the landscape and its sacrality: “With 
the various landscapes they were embedded in – amongst them a plain resembling the Manchus’ 
ancestral, sacred grassland – the entire ensemble metaphorically expressed Qing domination over 
the conquered territories, over the empire they had created.”: Rietbergen 2018, 215. 
120 Koolhaas 1994, 135. The author adds a consideration that shows how the Waldorf Astoria was acting 
disruptively: “In spite of the reassurance of its iconographies, the program of the new hotel involves it 
in a campaign to change and manipulate the social patters of the new Metropolis by offering services 
that implicitly attack the domain of the individual household to the point where they challenge its 
reason for being”.
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The same strategy that was adopted in Rome, which Augustus had found a city built in 
brick and left clad in marble – yet, the marble was only covering very Roman construction 
techniques, and old monuments, temples, and architectural signposts were continuously 
rescued and restored.121
4.2.2 | Bringing the Palatine back to life: Archaeological research on the hill
In 7 BCE, Augustus decided to commemorate his birth place, at the foot of the Palatine, by 
building in its surroundings a monumental fountain (later combined with the sacrarium 
Augusti commissioned by Augustus’ widow, Livia). Known as Meta Sudans, the fountain 
was conveniently located at the north-eastern corner of the hill, in front of the Curiae 
Veteres, an old Republican sanctuary of Romulean reminiscence.122 In 64 CE, however, 
the monumental plans for Nero’s Domus Aurea took over the area and the Augustan Meta 
was obliterated by the erection of a new entrance to the Palatine; a porticoed road; the 
stagnum.123 The new arrangement did not last long, and the Meta Sudans, or at least, the 
memory of its presence at that location, was exploited by the Flavians, possibly already by 
Titus, with the erection of a new and larger fountain a few metres away from its Augustan 
121 Huxtable 2008, xv-xvi: “Each generation sees what it wants to see, writes its own script to fit its own 
needs, relevant to its own world view. If you wait long enough, what is admired will be relegated 
to history’s dustbin, and if you wait even longer, it will be rescued and restored.” On Augustus and 
his ‘city of marble’: Dio 56.30. Dio’s statement has been recently investigated by Diane Favro in situ, 
with interesting conclusions on the reality of Augustus’ marble constructions, which were neither 
overwhelming in number nor readily visible, yet they had a constant and pervasive impact on the 
urban experience: Favro 2017.
122 On the location, see Coarelli 2012, 88-89. For the rediscovery of the Augustan fountain in 2002-2003, 
see Pardini 2002-2003; Panella and Zeggio 2004; Panella 2011; Pardini 2013.
123 Panella 2011, passim.
FIGURE 6  The surviving 
remains of the Meta Sudans as 
built by the Flavians before its 
removal on Mussolini’s orders 
in 1933 to make space for the 
modern road running from 
the Fori Imperiali towards St. 
John’s in Lateran. © Tommaso 
Cuccioni, 1858. CCO.
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predecessor (fig. 6).124 The Flavian reappraisal of an Augustan monument in the area of 
the Domus Aurea is essential to the understanding of the larger framework of Flavian 
buildings, which we know now were directed at obliterating Nero’s memory and resuming 
that of the first emperor, as especially made clear by the Flavian building programme on 
and around the Palatine (see chapter 3).
The improved understanding of Flavian building strategies was only made possible by the 
rediscovery, between 2002 and 2003, of the Augustan Meta Sudans and the excavations 
of the following Flavian fountain; an accomplishment of the currently ongoing 
archaeological project at the north-eastern slope of the Palatine directed by Clementina 
Panella and supported by La Sapienza – Università di Roma.125 To the investigations in 
this area by La Sapienza two other important projects can be connected: the Palatine East 
Excavations, also concentrating on the south-eastern slope of the hill, and the excavations 
on the terrace of the Vigna Barberini on top of both the south- and north-eastern sides 
of the slope. The Palatine East Excavations were conducted between 1988 and 1994 by 
the American Academy in Rome, with the collaboration of the Soprintendenza per i 
Beni Archeologici di Roma; the project has recently published its finds, in two collected 
volume, which have brought a new understanding of the development of the eastern slope 
of the Palatine up until the early Middle Ages (chapter 4, article 6).126 The research at the 
site of the Vigna Barberini was started in 1986 by the École française de Rome and is still 
currently conducted by the ÉFR under the supervision of Françoise Villedieu. Thirty years 
of excavations on the terrace have produced a wealth of information on the development 
of the imperial palace, which evolved in this area from a group of residential units during 
the early Julio-Claudian period to the last monumental intervention, namely Elagabalus’ 
temple (chapters 2, 3, and 4). In between these two significant poles the terrace underwent 
a series of continuous changes that possibly included, as suggested by Villedieu in 
various publications, the erection of Nero’s famous revolving dining room, the praecipua 
coenationum rotunda.127 From the terrace Nero’s guests would have enjoyed quite a 
formidable view on the valley below, with its new constructions, including the stagnum, 
and on the hills stretching to the east. 
In the last three decades, numerous archaeological projects were carried out on the hill 
itself and produced equally important material for the understanding of the imperial 
domus on the Palatine and their architectural evolution. I am referring, for instance, 
124 For the Flavian fountain, and its relation to the preceding Neronian buildings: Zeggio and Pardini 
2007; Panella 2011, passim. For the ideology of the Meta Sudans, see Torelli 2016. Investigations are 
being conducted in an area delimited to the north by the present Via Sacra, to the east by Piazza 
del Colosseo and to the west by the substructure of the imperial palace and the so-called “Baths of 
Elagabalus”. For an overview of the excavations, see in particular Panella et al. 2014. Especially on the 
area of the Baths, see Saguì 2013; also, Moormann 2019.
125 For the rediscovery of the Augustan fountain and its reconstruction, see Pardini 2002-2003; Panella 
and Zeggio 2004; Panella 2011; Pardini 2013.
126 The results of the Palatine East Excavations have appeared in two published volumes: Hostetter and 
Brandt 2009 (vol. 1); St. Clair 2015 (vol. 2). A third volume is expected detailing the finds of pottery and 
lamps.
127 Suet. Nero 31.2. See in particular Villedieu 2011a and 2011b.
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to Patrizio Pensabene’s excavations in the south-western area, whose finds have been 
recently published in a large volume in which the existence of a pre-36 BCE phase for 
the House of Augustus was confirmed.128 In the early 1980’s, Clemens Krause started his 
fruitful researches in the area of the Domus Tiberiana,129 later resumed by Maria Antonietta 
Tomei and Maria Grazia Filetici. These results have come together in a comprehensive 
volume published in 2011 (Domus Tiberiana. Scavi e restauri 1990-2011).130 A new ‘Domus 
Tiberiana’ project was recently launched in 2013, coordinated by Mirella Serlorenzi, 
Fulvio Coletti, Lino Traini, and Stefano Camporeale under the aegis of the Soprintendenza 
Speciale per il Colosseo e l’area archeologica centrale di Roma.131 New light was also 
shed on the complexes of the Domus Augustana and Domus Severiana by the research 
conducted by Natasha Sojc and Ulrike Wulf-Rheidt with the patronage of the Deutsches 
Archäologisches Institut in Rome.132 The excavations at the Circus Maximus, conducted 
by the Soprintendenza Capitolina and La Sapienza – Università di Roma, should also be 
mentioned for the connection of this monument to the residences on the Palatine. 
This is only an overview of the main recent excavations conducted on the hill, but many 
more projects are being carried out in relation to the Palatine and around Rome, which 
are equally important for the understanding of the imperial city and its development. As 
the aim of this research is to investigate innovation and imperial ideology through the 
emperor’s house, an essential part of the knowledge that informs it is indebted to these 
discoveries. Therefore, the relevant data emerged from the excavations on the Palatine 
was included in the dissertation as much as possible by taking into consideration the 
various approaches to the archaeological remains, the different research questions, 
and occasionally diverging conclusions, a variety of methods. All this variety has made 
it at times difficult for modern scholarship to form and present a coherent framework 
and uniform vision of the hill and its buildings, as highlighted by Filippo Coarelli in 
the introduction to his densely rich publication Palatium.133 To the analysis of excavated 
material has been added in this study a revision of relevant finds that have been left 
unpublished and generally neglected, but that equally provide meaningful information 
on the state of the Palatine during the imperial age. The task of reappraising older finds 
has been undertaken, for instance, in relation to the nymphaeum preserved under 
the level of the Flavian Triclinium: a detailed analysis of its architectural structure and 
painted decorations confirms that the structure belonged to the first Neronian building 
phase on the Palatine and was presumably linked to the Domus Transitoria, Nero’s first 
128 Pensabene 2017.
129 Among the many publications by Clemens Krause on the excavations of the Domus Tiberiana, I refer 
here in particular to Krause 1994.
130 Tomei and Filetici 2011.
131 The plans for this project are outlined in Serlorenzi et al. 2016.
132 For the outcomes of this ongoing project, see in particular Wulf-Rheidt and Sojc 2009; Sojc 2012; Sojc 
et al. 2013; Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015.
133 Coarelli 2012, xiv. Attempts to provide a uniform vision and overarching analysis of the Roman 
‘palace’ throughout the imperial age are presented in Cecamore 2002; Hoffmann and Wulf 2004a; 
Mar 2005; Perrin and Royo 2009; Carandini et al. 2010; Coarelli 2012. See additionally the collection 
of articles by Ulrike Wulf-Rheidt looking at the diachronic evolution of the palace: Wulf-Rheidt 2011, 
2012a, 2012b, 2012d, 2013, 2015.
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official residence (see chapter 2, article 2 and 3) (fig. 7). Architecture and decoration 
in the nymphaeum – next to the remains in situ, fragments are scattered between the 
Archaeological Museum in Naples and the Antiquarium Palatino in Rome134 – show that 
their design, their style, and their iconographic content was already tightly connected 
to the developing innovations of the Neronian period, yet with an eye looking back to 
Augustus and his ideology. Despite its fragmented state, the nymphaeum is a trove of 
information concerning imperial strategies of display. However, both the structure and its 
decoration have been overlooked in favour of the more substantial remains (both physical 
and literary) of Nero’s second residence, the Domus Aurea – his Golden House. 
As with the nymphaeum, the analysis of the architectural appearance of imperial 
residences serves the purpose, in this dissertation, of understanding the ideas behind 
specific designs, and how these fitted the broader building programmes of the emperors 
and their modes of self-representation. A detailed investigation of building techniques 
and structural design is thus generally excluded from this study, as is a technical analysis 
of the decorations in the imperial residences, with the exception of an appendix to 
part four (chapter 4, article 7).135 Because choices in interior decoration form a strictly 
interconnected web with the appearance of buildings, wall paintings are investigated in 
this study on an equal basis to architectural designs. 
134 New fragments of painted decoration continue to emerge that have been securely connected to the 
nymphaeum (see Maurina 1999a and 1999b for the finds in the Gorga Collection, currently preserved 
at Palazzo Altemps – Museo Nazionale Romano), or that may be tentatively attributed to it (see 
Lemmer-Webber 2013 for new stucco fragments in the Art Institute of Chicago).
135 The appendix consists of a co-authored article on the reconstruction of a painted ceiling from an 
imperial villa in Ladispoli, and is the result of a collaborative project with Dr. Mathilde Carrive 
carried out at the École française de Rome in 2016.
FIGURE 7  Partial view of 
the nymphaeum of the 
Domus Transitoria, W side, as 
emerged from Giacomo Boni’s 
excavations in 1913 © Nash 
1961, fig. 459.
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4.3 | Wall paintings
Marcus: Who are those people on the wall? The ones with the saxophones and the trumpets? 
Will: Saxophonists and trumpeters. 
Marcus: But who are they? And why are they on your wall?
     N. Hornby, About a boy
 
4.3.1 | Wall paintings as social markers
Researchers of contemporary mural art have tended to highlight how murals reflect 
a social logic of space and that they must be investigated as environmental artefacts 
conceived in relation to their architectural settings: their original site is an intimate part 
of their essence.136 On Mexican Murals in Times of Crisis, Bruce Campbell writes: “Reducing 
the artwork to its topic removes it from its location with a concrete social site, a space 
defined by its architecture and by an array of social practices, subjects, and histories. The 
mural’s locus is occupied by an official space of negotiation and manoeuvre.”137 Despite 
Pliny’s lesser consideration of wall paintings precisely for this reason – that they cannot 
be moved138 –, it is this characteristic that makes Roman mural decorations an invaluable 
resource of information on the modes of living of the individuals who commissioned 
them and chose the content most suitable to their homes. Indeed, wall paintings may 
have been the “background of everyday life”139, and people may have lived with them 
at times without taking notice,140 yet decorations were imbued with the essence and 
the character of that daily life, and contributed to the process of shaping it.141 For their 
connection with the physical space that contains them, wall paintings often appear as 
source material in studies on the Roman house, perhaps the only academic discipline 
to include them systematically in its investigations. For their relation to the individuals 
who are surrounded by them, questions of agency and audience can be raised. As seen 
earlier, people and objects are intricately interconnected: “things make society”.142 One of 
the aims of this study is thus to look at wall paintings in relation to their social, cultural, 
and historical context, as specifically connected to their physical container (the imperial 
residences), their function, and their agency.143
136 Rainer 2003.
137 Campbell 2003, 31.
138 See note 110.
139 Leach 2004, 7.
140 See Olsen 2010, p. 69 and Gonzalez Ruibal 2011 (blog) on Heidegger’s concept of ‘Being-in-the-world’ 
and our everyday interaction with things (Umgang): Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (Sein und Zeit), 
1927; Heidegger 1962, 98.
141 Battisti 1981, 48: “Ogni ciclo ci rinvia ad una biblioteca, ad un modo di leggere (e prima, di essere stati 
educati), ad una finalità sociale. Sembra essere un’opera d’arte, è in realtà, anzitutto, un fotogramma 
della storia della mentalità”. As cited in Dunlop 2009, 8.
142 Verluys 2016, p. 126.
143 As already done, for instance, by Irene Bragantini. See especially Bragantini 2014.
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The analysis of the imperial context draws from the latest developments in the field of 
research on mural decorations. In recent years, the traditional division of wall paintings 
in four categories (the so-called First, Second, Third, and Fourth Style) – based on August 
Mau’s observations on the diachronic developments of decorations in Pompeii144 – has 
been showing its limits, particularly in light of the growing number of discoveries in 
provincial settlements and from spaces dating later than 79 CE, the date of the eruption 
of Mount Vesuvius. A new line of research has been emerging – strongly advocated, for 
instance, by Irene Bragantini145 – which aims at a more inclusive investigation of wall 
paintings, one that does not renounce Mau’s useful typologies but strives to go ‘beyond 
the Four Styles’ and integrate this interpretative tool with the epochal rhythms of Roman 
history. At the forefront of this new field of investigation is a desire to understand 
the way in which wall decorations reflect and interact with Roman society at large and 
its historical, societal and economic changes. The assumption is that where there is 
change in fashion, there is change in politics. My approach aims at being more inclusive 
of overarching political phenomena (such as the changes in monarchy) as well as local 
contingencies, which might influence the chronology for the adoption of certain styles or 
iconographies (thus calling into question the absolute value of Mau’s categories beyond 
Rome and Pompeii), as well as the preference or the creation of specific designs over 
others which might appear more popular in different geographical contexts. If a diversity 
in the appearance of mural decorations is already visible between two neighbouring cities 
such as Pompeii and Herculaneum, more discrepancies are to be expected in settlements 
located at even larger distances which deserve to be taken into consideration.146 Every 
settlement (including Rome) should be viewed as a microcosm acting on two levels: one 
global, in which the larger framework of artistic innovation is at play, and one local, where 
these innovations are adapted, transformed and enriched to suit local taste and local 
dynamics of display.
At a global level, wall paintings can be observed in order to assess patterns of change, 
possible reflections of imperial ideology, and ultimately, the role played by the central 
production of images (for the purposes of this study, the centre being Rome) for the 
spreading of new styles, motifs, and ideas.147 At a local level, the role played by the 
difference in patronage can be investigated, as well as the modes of reception of central 
144 Mau 1892. Mau’s typological division of the Four Styles was later resumed by H. G. Beyen to add 
supplementary chronological subdivisions and fix points (see in particular his paradigmatic work in 
two volumes Die Pompejanische Wanddekoration vom 2. bis zum 4. Stil: Beyen 1938 and 1960). Beyen’s 
legacy was continued by the Dutch school of wall paintings, especially with the 1979 publication 
Proposta per una classificazione del terzo stile pompeiano by Frédéric Louis Bastet and Mariette de 
Vos (Bastet and de Vos 1979). For recent reassessments of the Four Styles, their attributes, and their 
chronology, see in particular Strocka 2007; Bragantini 2014, and Moormann 2018a and 2018b. More 
generally, for the study of the development of Roman painting I refer to these manuals: Barbet 1985; 
Ling 1991; Donati 1998; Mielsch 2001; Baldassarre et al. 2002; Croisille 2005: Pollitt 2014 (especially the 
contributions by Bragantini 2014 and Ling 2014).
145 See especially Bragantini 2014, 359-362. 
146 For a thorough overview of the mural decorations in Herculaneum, see recently Esposito 2014. 
147 On circulation, see especially Bragantini 2004a.
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imagery. Starting with the local level, the main difference between an imperial residence 
and the house, or villa, of a common citizen is that in the case of the latter little information 
is usually available on the owners to help us form a reliable opinion on their taste, social 
standing, gender, or level of education.148 Recent studies on artisanal practices in Pompeii, 
however, have been providing a growing amount of information on the different socio-
economic levels of patrons as expressed by their choices of specific workshops for the 
decoration of their houses (the fact that Roman mural decorations have been handed 
down to us completely disjointed from the name of specific painters, except for a few 
exceptions, offers the unparalleled opportunity to study them purely as social markers).149 
Two workshops operating at the same moment (sometime between the earthquake of 62 
CE and before the eruption of 79 CE) can be taken as examples. The so-called ‘Officina’ or 
‘Bottega dei Vetti’, a highly skilled workshop, appears, for example, to have been active 
only for assignments in public buildings and in the houses of the local Pompeian élite, 
which were then decorated with products of the highest level that are comparable, for their 
style and content, to the decorations in Nero’s dwellings (chapter 3).150 A second workshop 
from Via di Castricio, on the other hand, seems to have taken care more exclusively of 
production orders in ‘middle-class’ houses, or limited its contributions to secondary 
rooms in dwellings of more elevated standing.151 This was reflected in the lesser quality and 
more derivate products of this workshop, prompting questions of agency and patronage in 
the creation of decorative trends. According to Irene Bragantini and Domenico Esposito, 
to whom the analysis of the workshops is indebted, and echoing Eleanor Winsor Leach, 
the network of production in Pompeii shows that new iconographies, new styles, and 
new systems of decorations appeared first in élite dwellings, and were only subsequently 
copied on the walls of those house owners who had reduced economic means.152 Moreover, 
if artisans remained responsible for the creation and execution of the single designs, 
many clues point towards a discernible active agency on behalf of the patronage to adopt 
certain tendencies over others.153 In Pompeii we may lack the letters or other archive 
documents of later periods that deal with house renovations, but if comparison gives any 
indication, then it might be worth observing that in Early Renaissance Italy house owners 
were continuously involved first-hand in the selection of the most suitable systems of 
decoration to convey messages of self-representation: owner and building had to be 
148 On the difficulty of establishing these facts through reliable evidence, for instance in relation to 
Pompeian peristyles: Simelius 2018, 164-197.
149 See especially Bragantini 2004b and 2010; Esposito 2009, 2016, and 2017. 
150  For the Vettii workshop: Esposito 2009, esp. 49-132; also, Esposito 2016, 188-190. According to Leach 
2004, 262-264, the same patrons would have been responsible for both the decorations in the houses 
and in the public buildings, as they moved within a circuit of “high powered connections”.
151 For the workshop from Via di Castricio see first de Vos 1981, followed by Esposito 2009, 133-253. See 
additionally Bragantini 2004b, 135 and Esposito 2016, 188-190 for a discussion on artisanal practices 
in connection to this workshop.
152 Bragantini 2004b, 134-140; Leach 2004, 262-262; Esposito 2016, 190. Of different opinion Malgieri 
2013, who seems to deny the existence of Bragantini’s interconnections between workshops (“trame 
produttive”: Bragantini 2004b).
153 Bragantini and Sampaolo 2009, pp. 47-48.
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identified with one another.154 By choosing motifs and styles of decoration, Pompeian 
élites, like Renaissance nobility, seem to have taken up the role of innovators and early 
adopters in regard to wall paintings.155 They also appear responsible for the networks 
in which new ideas and innovations circulated, on the one hand influencing their own 
immediate social environment, on the other hand linking local variations to motifs that 
were shared, for example, with the metropolitan élite of Rome.156 The question remains 
open of who was creating images first in this shared system of decorations, if it was the 
emperor, his people, or both, and whether it is possible to detect agency in general, and 
imperial agency in particular, in the production and circulation of specific decorative 
systems. We are now back to the imperial dwellings on the Palatine.
4.3.2 | Wall paintings from the imperial residences on the Palatine
The analysis of iconographic elements and their circulation beyond the city of Rome 
prompts more overarching considerations on the appreciation of imperial imagery 
and the reception of imperial messages of power as they were formulated in or at least 
vehiculated through imperial residences and imperial circles. Painted decorations, 
as seen in Nero’s residences, appear indeed to have informed the atmosphere of the 
period in which they were created, circulated, and favoured, when the new elements of 
the so-called Fourth Pompeian Style were taken over in the cities and villas in the bay of 
Naples (chapter 2). The evidence we have today that comes with certainty from imperial 
residences and from the Palatine is however only a small fraction of what must have been 
available, thus our understanding can also be only partial. From the time of Octavian/
Augustus, on the Palatine we have the examples, preserved on site, of the so-called House 
of Augustus, House of Livia, and Aula Isiaca (chapter 1). To the same period must also be 
ascribed the evidence from imperial villas that belonged to the imperial household, that 
is, the Villa of Livia at Prima Porta, the Villa of the Farnesina (a property of Julia, Augustus’ 
daughter, and her husband, Agrippa, Augustus’ second-in-command), and the so-called 
Villa of Agrippa Postumus at Boscotrecase (also a property of Julia and her family). From 
the remains of the Domus Tiberiana, which belonged first to Tiberius and was passed down 
from him to Caligula and subsequently to all following emperors, there seems to be no 
substantial evidence of painted decorations. The little we know of Caligula’s reign, shows, 
however, that this emperor certainly invested in expensive decorative materials and 
high-level craftsmanship, as testified by what remains of his boats at anchor in Nemi, his 
residence in the Horti Lamiani on the Esquiline Hill, or the villa in the Horti Agrippinae on 
the Janiculum, all embellished by a trove of opus sectile, tarsiae and gems decorating both 
154 Dunlop 2009, 15-16, 39. Inventory records also suggest that rooms in Early Renaissance houses 
might have had fluid uses based on necessity: Dunlop 2009, 35. Dunlop’s studies concerns 1300 
domestic decorations that underwent a radical visual shift at the end of the fifteenth century in 
correspondence to trends dictated by and mainly circulated through court élites.
155 On early adopters as an integral part of local social systems, opinion leaders and ‘localites’, see Rogers 
2003, 283.
156 According to Collar 2013, 18, a system of élite networks was also responsible for the circulation of new 
religious ideas, with the more educated élites functioning as innovators.
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pavements and walls.157 That Caligula himself was particularly attentive to the display of 
luxury in his properties is confirmed in a passage by Philo of Alexandria where the author, 
at the moment of the action present as ambassador, describes the emperor as follows:
καὶ ταῦθ᾿ ἅμα λέγων ἐπῄει τὰς ἐπαύλεις, ἀνδρῶνας κατανοῶν, γυναικωνίτιδας, τὰ ἐν 
ἐπιπέδῳ, τὰ ὑπερῷα, ἅπαντα, αἰτιώμενος ἐνίας ὡς ἐλλιπεῖς κατασκευάς, ἑτέρας ἐπινοῶν καὶ 
προσδιατάττων πολυτελεστέρας αὐτός. 
“While he was saying this, he was going on with his survey of the houses, the different chambers, 
men’s or women’s, the ground floors, the upper floors, all of them, and some he censured as 
defective in structure, and for others he made his own plans and gave orders that they should be 
more magnificent.”158
Certainly, Caligula’s displays – in want of a better consideration by modern scholarship – 
must have influenced Nero and Neronian artistic production. Nero himself lived in and 
continued to embellish the properties of Caligula just mentioned: in the Horti Agrippinae 
in particular, the marble sectilia and the tarsiae found in situ have a clear connection to 
the material found in the Horti Lamiani but have been identified as later imitations created 
during the Neronian age.159 As for painted decorations, it is between Caligula’s and Nero’s 
reign that the so-called Fourth Pompeian Style was created, but this only came in full bloom 
during Nero’s rule, and his residences on and around the Palatine, both the Transitoria and 
Aurea, are a testimony of its main characteristics and general eclecticism (chapter 2).160 
During the Flavian period, evidence of wall paintings in the Palatine residence is reduced 
drastically, as compared to the Neronian period: Following Neronian experimentations, 
in the Flavian age the practice of fully coating floors and walls with precious marbles came 
to be favoured over the use of wall painting, decreeing the slow decline of this form of 
art, with a lack of new creativity and motifs increasingly standardised (chapters 3 and 4). 
A study is however still missing that could shed a light on the connection between the 
few surviving fragments of wall paintings from the Flavian domus on the Palatine and, 
for example, the post-Neronian rooms of the Esquiline wing of the Domus Aurea.161 The 
standardised repetition of Fourth Style decorations throughout the Empire knew a break 
only during the Severan period, when a new set of wall paintings, known as Linear Style, 
157 For the Horti Lamiani during Caligula’s reign and the finds emerged from the latest excavations, 
see Barrano et al. 2007; Barbera et al. 2010. The Horti Agrippinae were a property of Agrippina Maior, 
Caligula’s mother, possibly the location of the xistus (a terraced garden) mentioned in Sen. Dial. 
5.18.4 as belonging to Agrippina (in xisto maternorum hortorum, qui porticum a ripa separat). On this 
property, its topography and its ownership, see Tomei 2001.
158 Philo Judaeus Leg. ad Gaium 45.358. Also cited in Barrano et al. 2007, 9.
159 For the marbles in this villa, their Neronian dating and their connection to the finds in the Horti 
Lamiani, see Filippi 2005, passim.
160 For a discussion of the chronology of the Fourth style and its initial date, indicated between 40 and 50 
CE but yet to be established with certainty, see in particular: Bastet 1964; Allroggen-Bedel 1977; Bastet 
and de Vos 1979; Bragantini 1981; Strocka 1984; Strocka 1987; Archer 1990; Strocka 1984. In Pompeii, 
most of the Fourth Style decoration date to after the earthquake of 62 CE and thus provide little clues 
to illuminate this debate. For a comprehensive overview of the decorations in the Oppian pavilion 
and their chronology, see Meyboom and Moormann 2013.
161 As suggested in Sojc 2012, p. 23, note 68, and reiterated by Esposito and Moormann 2019 ( forthcoming).
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was implemented in the imperial residence on the Palatine and in the aristocratic villas 
around Rome, the last surge of this form of art for the period of the Early and Mid-Empire 
(chapter 4).
As in this paragraph domestic spaces related to woemen and the properties of imperial 
women have been cited, I would like to give here, before I discuss the role of imperial 
patronage in the house, a brief overview of the status quaestionis (or vexata questio) of 
gendered spaces in the Roman house, and in the imperial dwellings in particular.
A   “…but I remembered I am Caesar’s daughter”162: Imperial women and domestic space
Even though in ancient sources imperial women are usually identified with the house in 
their role of mediators between civic and domestic ideals, their presence in the real space 
of the hosuse is generally very difficult to see if not “virtually undetectable”.163 Unlike 
what happened in Greek households, in fact, in the Roman house the women shared the 
same spaces as the men, with no particular mark to distinguish between a woman’s or a 
man’s quarter. Moreover, the vocabulary connected to the house, and imperial residences 
were no exception, privileged the economic and social position of men: the house is 
‘male’, unless it is impossible to attribute it to a man (thus we have the Villa of Poppaea at 
Torre Annunziata or the Villa of Julia at Ventotene).164 This reflection is valid both for the 
commentators in antiquity as it is for the filters with which we, as modern scholars, look at 
162 Macr. Sat. 2.8.
163 On imperial women as symbols of domesticity in imperial imagery and their symbolic role in the 
house, see Milnor 2005; Foubert 2010a and 2010b. On the physical presence of women and its their 
invisibility: Wallace-Hadrill 1988, 50-51.
164 The structure of the house that is publicly on view is the ‘men’s house, and only the (symbolic) 
domestic space within it is viewed as female: Low and Lawrence Zúñiga 2003, 8-10 9 (with examples 
drawn from comparative research).
FIGURE 8  Wall painting with a pair of 
swans on black ground. From the so-called 
Villa of Agrippa Postumus at Boscotrecase. 
New York, The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, inv. no. 20.192.3 © Digital image 
courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. CCO.
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houses in the ancient world: the male-only names attributed to the imperial dwellings are 
often ours. This is the case for example of the already briefly mentioned Villa of Agrippa 
Postumus at Boscotrecase (near Pompeii), inherited in 11 BCE by Agrippa Postumus, son 
of Julia and Agrippa, as part of his father inheritance (Agrippa had died in 12 BCE before 
his son’s birth). Construction works in the villa are already attested as early as 21 BCE, but 
the execution of its splendid decorations, a masterpiece of the so-called Third Pompeian 
Style, has been dated to the years between 15 and 1 BCE, if not already between 15 and 11 
BCE, as suggested by Maxwell Anderson by studying a series of portrait medaillons in the 
villa’s decoration (fig. 8).165 Considering how, between 15 and the date of his death in 12 
BCE, Agrippa had often been absent from Rome, and that, even if we extend the execution 
of the wall paintings in Boscotrecase to 1 BCE, Agrippa Postumus would unlikely have had 
anything to do with it (being only eleven years old), if we are looking for a patron for this 
villa we should turn to Julia, Augustus’ daughter. That Julia might have been the person 
in charge of selecting the decorations in her and Agrippa’s properties – their house on the 
Palatine (unknown to us); the Villa of the Farnesina; their villa on the island of Pandataria, 
modern Ventotene, only later transformed into the abode of Julia’s exile166 – is not 
unrealistic, but certainly it is another aspect of domestic living in which the female agency 
is hardly distinguishable from that of men’s.167 Moreover, in these houses Julia created her 
own literary circles, and it might not be a coincidence that her houses were decorated by 
the latest, most experimental artistic creations, and her friends, among whom ranked 
the poet Ovid, showed the most progressive views on the Principate and its advantages. 
Vergil’s bucolic scenarios, through which the past glory of Rome had flourished anew, 
relegated to a thing of the past, Julia and her generation introduced to Rome a Hellenistic 
paradeisos turned towards a future of peace and pleasures, and forgetful of the Republic or 
the turmoil of the civil wars. Julia said it herself, with Macrobius’ words (Sat. 2.8): 
165 The wall paintings from the villa at Boscotrecase are currently distributed between the 
Archaeological Museum of Naples (Bragantini and Sampaolo 2009, 212-223) and the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York (Anderson 1987). For a detailed analysis of the overall programme of 
decoration, see Blankenhagen and Alexander 1990. For an analysis of the decorations as reflecting 
choices made in the imperial circle, see Bragantini 2014, 328-331. The property to Agrippa has been 
allegedly confirmed by a graffito found in the villa reciting Caesaris Augusti femina mater erat (“the 
mother was Caesar Augustus’ daughter”): Bragantini and Sampaolo 2009, 213.
166 For the Villa of the Farnesina, see Mols and Moormann 2008. For Julia’s villa at Punta Eolo, Ventotene, 
see De Rossi 1995; Lafon 2001. The villa was excavated by G. M. De Rossi but the results are yet 
to be published; the wall paintings were studied by Barbara Maurina, her catalogue of the finds 
is accessible through a regional online database. For a tentative reconstruction of Julia’s living 
arrangements, see Fantham 2006, 68-78; Ranieri Panetta 2014, 44-53.
167 Another example comes in mind from Early Renaissance Italy: from letters and archival documents 
we are well informed that the Florentine Palazzo Dantini was mostly always used by women and 
managed by Dantini’s wife, Margherita. However, paradoxically, no single space in the house can be 
marked as hers, and only the male ruler and his circle seem to have been addressed in the decoration 
(and while women were made to dine in a room painted with a fictive garden, the men enjoyed the 
real garden in the open courtyard): Dunlop 2009, 39.
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Item cum gravem amicum audisset Iulia suadentem melius facturam si se composuisset 
ad exemplar paternae frugalitatis, ait, “ille obliviscitur Caesarem se esse, ego memini me 
Caesaris filiam.
“When a friend of strict views tried to persuade Julia that she’d do better to conform herself to the 
model of her father’s sober habits, she said, “He forgets that he is Caesar, but I remember that I am 
Caesar’s daughter.”168
 
Julia and her circle had started to set a change in motion that had gone past the need for 
the early Augustan anchors to the Republican past, but this seems only to have created 
a generational gap, as Julia and many of her acquaintances ended up being exiled or 
executed. In any case, of this turmoil little remains as material evidence in the houses, 
and even less is known of the properties owned by the female members of the following 
imperial households and their material appearances. It is evident, however, that imperial 
women also had a role in the erection of imperial dwellings and their decoration, and that 
within the spaces of the house they did not limit themselves to the parade of a constructed 
domesticity but took an active role in the communication and negotiation of imperial 
values.169
The materiality of the properties of imperial women is a topic that would certainly be 
worth exploring but that lies outside the scope of this dissertation. In this research I thus 
limit myself to the conventions of contemporary scholarship by also referring to the 
imperial residences as properties of the (male) ruler. The emperor is meant as the main 
authority representing the imperial household and the aristocratic circles surrounding it, 
where women, although often harder to discern, were, however, also present. 
4.3.3 |  Imperial patronage: “Every age cuts and pastes history to suit its own purposes; 
art always has an ax to grind”.170
Before I turn to my case studies, one last introductory discussion on the role of imperial 
agency and on the audiences of painted decorations is necessary. As the focus of this 
research is on the imperial residences on the Palatine, the question of agency in the 
production and circulation of artistic products is addressed from the point of view of the 
168 On Julia and her circle, Macrobius reports another of Julia’s alleged witticisms (Sat. 2.6): averterant in 
se populum in spectaculo gladiatorum Livia et Iulia comitatus dissimilitudine: quippe cingentibus Liviam 
gravibus viris, haec iuventutis et quidem luxuriosae grege circumsedebatur. admonuit pater scripto, 
videret quantum inter duas principes feminas interesset. eleganter illa rescripsit: “et hi mecum senes fient.”; 
“At a set of gladiatorial contests the very different entourages of Livia and Julia caught the people’s 
attention, with men of weight and standing gathered around Livia, while Julia was surrounded by a 
gaggle of youths of decidedly dandified appearance. Her father slipped her a note pointing out the 
difference between the two first ladies—to which she nicely wrote back, “These young men will grow 
old with me, too.”
169 I refer to Foubert 2016 for a discussion of the role of imperial women in the ritual of the morning 
salutatio and more generally on their houses as participating in the topos of the domus frequentata, 
the ‘crowded house’, defined as a space for public social gatherings.
170 Huxtable 2008, 1.
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metropolitan élites who commissioned it in the capital of the Empire. A distinction is made 
between artistic creations as used in the imperial and élite dwellings of Rome, and art as 
encountered in Pompeii, Ostia, or Ephesus, to cite the three sites with the largest evidence 
of wall paintings. As presented earlier, these urban settlements also benefitted from a 
wealthy and high-ranking patronage, but these élites functioned within different social 
contexts than those of the imperial household, and require a different methodological 
approach and research questions. Within this investigation, the agency of provincial élites 
and non-élites is mostly limited to the investigation of how they acted as recipients of 
imperial imagery, on the assumption that adoption or rejection of certain motifs was never 
the result of arbitrary acts. This should not be viewed as a negation of the circumstance 
that other forms of independent creations or reciprocal exchanges between the provinces 
and the imperial circles were equally at play.171 However, imperial patronage was, certainly, 
one of the facets of artistic production, and one especially equipped to influence larger 
segments of the population.172 Central, metropolitan models exercised a robust influence 
on provincial and non-élite creations. According to John Clarke, “there is no special 
category within Roman art that consciously went against the grain of Hellenistically 
inspired imperial art. Instead, when patrons called upon artists of ordinary skills to create 
an original representation, the product often failed to look like imperial art.”173
As with local patronage, imperial agency in the creation and circulation of artistic products 
also operated within different social groups and was influenced by the interactions 
between the various social system, in and outside the network of Roman society. Imperial 
patronage can thus be investigated on two levels, one ‘local’ and one ‘global’ The local 
level takes into consideration the immediate communicative function of the decorations 
in the imperial residences: What was their purpose within the context of the imperial 
house? For whom were they created? Who was their audience? The global level includes 
the circulation of the same motifs that are present in imperial residences on a larger scale.
A   The ‘local’ context of imperial residences
As the space within the emperor’s house was a private space, it is important to ask 
the question of who would be seeing the decorations painted in the interior. The first 
consideration to bring forward, following Irene Bragantini, is that there seems to be a clear 
separation between the space of the city, and the public display of the emperor as ruler 
there, and the space of the house and its decorations, where the marks of imperial rule 
are never present.174 History and historical events do not cross the threshold of the house, 
or at least not that of its wall paintings. Augustus’ corona civica remains hanging from the 
171 For an example of metropolitan models reinvented at a local level, see for instance the painted 
apparatus of the Temple of Apollo in Pompeii as reconstructed by Heslin 2015.
172 On Rome and imperial residences as the centres of imperial art, see for instance Bragantini 2004a, 
22; Baldassarre 2009, 85; Bragantini and Sampaolo 2009, 47-48. On the necessity of continuing to 
recognise a role to centrally dictated narratives: Heslin 2015, 143. On shared visuals between élites 
and commoners, see also Anguissola 2014, 133. In network theories, charismatic individuals, like the 
emperor, are indicated as having the power to direct action within the networks: Collar 2013, 37.
173 Clarke 2003, 273.
174 Bragantini 2004a, 22.
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outside. The self-display of the emperor, thus, functioned in wall paintings at a different 
level and with different methods than those of ‘official’ communication.
In terms of assessing the audience of imperial artistic production and how wall painting 
can be made to communicate different messages to different audiences (as architecture 
does), the case of Augustus’ dwellings is once again indicative. The theme is explored in 
part one of this dissertation (chapter 1). Part two continues to explore the theme of imperial 
patronage and imperial communication within the house, this time in relation to Nero and 
his residences. Special attention is paid to the continuous frieze from the nymphaeum of the 
Domus Transitoria on the Palatine and its symbolic depiction of a Dionysiac procession as 
the return of the Aurea Aetas (chapter 2, article 2 and 3). The decorative programme reflects 
contemporary imperial propaganda, replicating not only Augustus’ ideology but also his 
iconographic vocabulary. The anchor of the Augustan Golden Age is however innovated by 
introducing motifs derived from Hellenistic representations of renewal of a wealthy and 
steady imperial command, which went parallel to Nero’s deviation towards a more openly 
Hellenistic monarchy. Motifs in the frieze echo, in fact, the Grand Procession of Ptolemy 
II Philadelphos, held in Alexandria and conceived as a colossal dynastic celebration. 175 At 
the centre of the procession was the god Dionysos, the embodiment of the power of the 
monarchy to bring civilisation, peace, and union throughout the oikumene, appearing here 
for the first time in this form.176 Through the procession, the Ptolemies presented themselves 
as benefactors and as champions of a Soter Era – a new Golden Age.177 The god, accompanied 
by this thiasos, returns in the frieze, together with other personifications that were also 
a peculiarity of the Ptolemaic procession, such as that of Aion Eniautos, as the eternally 
returning cycle of the New Year, translated by the Romans with the concept of Saeculum 
Frugiferum, who was paraded together with Penteterís (the four-year cycle of the festival 
occasion for the procession) and the four bountiful Seasons, for the first time occurring as a 
quartet.178 The Season are also present in the frieze, carrying attributes that are reminiscent of 
Neo-Attic calendar representations of the months and thus coherent with the astronomical 
symbolism of Ptolemy’s Hellenistic tryphè. In the frieze, however, Dionysos and the Seasons 
are also accompanied by what seems to be a Neronian addition to the symbolism of the 
Golden Age: a representation of the Muses. It is perhaps telling that from the Neronian period 
onwards, Seasons and Muses start populating the walls of Pompei…
175 For the Ptolemaic procession and its 10,000 re-enactors, see in particular Rice 1983 and, most recently, 
Strootman 2007, 314-324 (with a thorough discussion on previous debates on its date and occasion). 
For the connection between the Ptolemaic procession and the Roman frieze, see first Vos 1998, 60.
176 On Dionysos as innovative model for political authority through the symbolism of the Golden Age: 
Goyette 2010. 
177 On the Ptolemies as benefactors in the procession: Rice 1983, 203-208. On the Soter Era: Hazzard 2000, 
pp. 18-46, as discussed in Strootman 2007, 317.
178 Ath. Deipn. 5.198a-b. See Strootman 2007, 320, with a reference to Marabini Moevs 1993, 143 in which 
a parallel is drawn between the Ptolemaic procession and Dionysos’ triumphal entrance in Athens 
on the occasion of the Anthesteria Festival, also a celebration of the coming of the new year. Aἰών 
appears as symbol of the ‘eternal year’ and as the idea of absolute time (Roman Aeternitas) in Plat. 
Tim. 37d; Arist. Cael. 1.9.297a.22 and 2.1.283b.26. As such also in the Hymn to Rome (εἰς ̔ Ρώμην) of the 
poetess Melinno (Stobaeus Ecl. 3.7.12). See Musso 1994, 134. For the interpretation of Penteterís as 
presented here, see Hazzard 2000, 30.
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B   From local to global: The circulation of imperial motifs
All around the Empire, Fourth Style Muses and Seasons carry the same innovative attributes 
of the frieze in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria, from the lagobolon of Autumn (a 
curved shepherd’s crook) to the feather headdresses of the Muses (chapter 2, article 2).179 
The difference between the Palatine frieze, and the Muses and Seasons from the provinces 
is that the latter appear as single, floating figurines (the Muses on pedestals), disjointed 
from a more complex narrative. The context, however, remains that of the celebration of 
the pleasure of life. 180 Dionysos as well, when it appears in relation to such Fourth Style 
images, appears rather as a two-dimensional representation of the god among his thiasos – 
as in the frieze – rather than a cult statue.181 Hence, in the context of the imperial house, the 
continuous narrative, with its elaborate references to Hellenistic symbolism, reflects the 
complexity and cultured knowledge of the imperial patronage, and acquires contextual 
meaning by its standing in Nero’s house as a representation of this emperor’s idea of a 
Golden Age. Meaning, in regard to the frieze in the nymphaeum, was context-bound. Yet, 
context is also boundless182, thus in provincial houses we see Dionysos, the Muses, and 
the Seasons appearing as a diluted version of the Palatine decoration (and possibly of 
many other existing artistic products celebrating the new Golden Age) (chapter 2, article 
4). In the end, however, they manage to convey the same promise of prosperity of imperial 
fabrication. A consideration can be made that it would have been difficult for the same 
iconographic vocabulary to become popular simultaneously without a common source, 
bringing us back to the influence of imperial patronage on the production and circulation 
of decorative programmes.183
That the adoption in the residences on the Palatine of specific artistic trends may have 
influenced their replication in the houses of the emperor’s subjects, has been variously 
suggested in relation to other evidence from non-élite dwellings. One interesting example 
concerns the use of marble in Nero’s residences. In the archaeological remains of the Domus 
Transitoria on the Palatine Hill – the already mentioned underground nymphaeum and the 
porticus standing above it – beautifully arranged opus sectile floors display a combination 
179 For an overview of Muses in Pompeii: Moormann 1997. For the representation of Seasons in Pompeii: 
Eristov 1997. In the province of Iberia: Fernández Diaz et al. 2018, esp. 667. 
180 For the cycle with Muses and Apollo at Murecine/Moregine as an expression of the aurea aetas, see 
for instance Mastroroberto 2007 (her interpretation of Apollo as a portrait of Emperor Nero should 
however be treated with caution). Additionally, on Murecine/Moregine and the decoration of the 
triclinia in the residential complex: Nappo 2001; Nappo 2005, 62-66. On the risks of over-interpreting 
and over-complicating the meaning of painted images as carriers of political or personal messages, 
see however Moormann 2016, 154-162.
181 Dwyer 1982, 123.
182 Culler 1997, 67: ‘meaning is context-bound, but context is boundless’, as cited in Versluys 2016, 140. 
See Heslin 2015, p. 6 on ‘intertextuality’ as the meaning created by the dialogue between the context 
of the originals and the new context of the copy.
183 Heslin 2015, 151 puts it simply: “things do not become popular spontaneously”. On adoption and 
rejection as conscious choices on behalf of the recipients, see also Bragantini 2004a, 21-22.
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of marbles known as ‘quadricromia neroniana’ (fig. 9).184 First created during Nero’s reign, 
the quadrichrome scheme consisted in a set combination of four marbles with different 
colours: red porphyry, green porphyry, giallo antico (a yellow marble) and pavonazzetto (a 
white-grey granite with violaceous inclusions).185 The design proved vastly successful, up 
until the Middle Ages. In common domestic dwellings, green porphyry, giallo antico and 
pavonazzetto became the preferred categories of marble to be used. As the trade and use of 
red porphyry was reserved to the imperial household (its quarries were located in Egypt, 
thus were the emperor’s private property), in non-imperial dwelling the colour red was 
supplied by different varieties of stone, thus suggesting that it had been the decoration 
in Nero’s imperial residences the one to influence the adoption of the quadricromia in the 
houses of his subjects, sanctioning the success of its marbles over better quality stones.186 
The marbles of the ‘quadricromia’, in fact, were not necessarily the best, rarest or most 
beautiful stones available for decoration, yet in Diocletian’s Edictum de pretiis of 301 CE they 
are still listed as the most expensive decorative stones on the market (set at a maximus of 
250 denarii).187 Rarer and more refined marbles, such as the Occhio di Pavone (Tripontico) 
and Breccia di Sciro, which did not feature in the imperial residences, fell off the radar of the 
imperial subjects. In the Edict, they are ‘only’ rated at 75 and 40 denarii respectively.188 
C   The influence of economy on decorative trends
Considerations on contextual meaning in Neronian decorations are especially fruitful 
due to the fact that in the mid-first century CE wall paintings constituted the main form 
of domestic ornamentation for this period. This state of things was, however, destined to 
change during the Flavian era, when the preference for opus sectile over painting – well 
184 For the sectilia in the porticus under the Nymphaeum of the Domus Flavia: Carettoni 1949, 54-55, 64, 
figs. 14-15; Bastet 1971, 171-172; Morricone Matini 1967, 67. For the structures of the porticus as part of 
the Domus Transitoria, most recently: Carandini 2011, 138-139; Tomei 2011, 126, 129. For the sectilia in 
the nymphaeum: Morricone Matini 1967, 64, fig. 24, pl. xxix; Guidobaldi 2003, 30, figs. 23-24.
185 For the name and description of the ‘quadricromia neroniana’, see Guidobaldi 2003, 30.
186 As suggested in Crescenzi 2015, 22-23. In Gnoli 1971, 16, the red porphyry is classified as the “pietra 
romana per eccellenza”.
187 The two porphyries are set at a maximal of 250 denarii; giallo antico and pavonazzetto at 250. See 
Crescenzi 2015, 22-23.
188 Crescenzi 2015, 22-23.
FIGURE 9  Fragment of an opus sectile 
floor with quadrichrome scheme from 
the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria 
on the Palatine, room A4. In situ @ TESS 
online database.
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exemplified by the imperial residences of Emperors Nero and Domitian – will finally take 
its toll on the creative surge of Julio-Claudian mural decorations. The use of marble as 
main decoration in public buildings and imperial residences obviously did not preclude a 
continued implementation of wall paintings. First of all, it was possible to imitate marble 
in paint, and this was largely done, continuing a form of decoration that had already been 
implemented in wall paintings of the First Pompeian Style.189 Secondly, paintings will 
continue to be the main form of decoration in the houses of Ostia and Ephesus, to cite 
only the two main centres replacing Pompeii in our knowledge of Roman mural art after 
79 CE. What seems to mark a change in the Flavian art of mural decorations is that high-
level patronage ceased to invest in the creation of new designs, concurrently influencing 
a certain lack of progress in mural art around the empire. Wall paintings generally decline 
into the repetition of forms derived from Fourth Style systems, followed only by a few 
variations in the Antonine period, when mosaics take over the main focus of the rooms. 
This does not mean that fine and well executed paintings do not exist in this period, but 
that the surge of creativity of the first centuries BCE and CE seems to have exhausted 
itself.190 A clearly defined and independent style can be identified with more difficulty 
after 100 CE, until economic restrictions also force the élites to cut down on expensive 
decorative materials and resume painting at the end of the second century CE. A new 
Linear style and new iconographic motifs make their appearance during the Severan age in 
secondary rooms, marking a return of inventiveness and the last of Roman wall paintings 
as developed continuously from the appearance of the First Pompeian Style. What is 
interesting to note, as I investigate in part four (chapter 4, article 6) of this dissertation, 
is that in the city of Rome this revitalisation of the slowly-fading practice of painting 
domestic interiors might be linked to the last flourishing of the Roman senatorial élite, 
and of Rome itself, as the political centre of the Empire.191
To conclude, this introduction was intended as an overview of the scope, the conceptual 
framework, and the sources that served as basis for the drafting of the case studies that 
follow. They are divided into six articles and one appendix (in Italian). They follow a 
chronological order, from Augustus (chapter 1) to the Neronian age (chapter 2), from the 
Flavian period (chapter 3) to the Severans (chapter 4).
189 For an overview of imitation marbles in wall painting, see Moormann 2016, 146-147. For a lenghty 
discussion on the first appearance of painted imitations of marble in Rome, their meaning, and their 
evolution, see also van de Lievfoort 2016. 
190 For the later phases of Roman wall painting, see in particular: Ling 2014. For a more nuanced view of 
the quality of second and third century wall paintings, see in particular Moormann 2018, 12.
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Since his previous imperial residence had been destroyed by a fire, in 1873 Meiji the Great, 
emperor of Japan, founder of a new dynasty and the champion of Japan’s political, social 
and industrial revolution (known as the Meiji Restoration) was in need of a new residence.1 
After much debate, and in accordance with a revived interest in traditional religion 
that marked the first period of the Meiji era, it was finally decided that the new palace 
should be erected following the guidelines of traditional Japanese architecture.2 The 
construction took place not long before the ratification of the first law for the restoration 
or rather, the rebuilding (in Japanese kaitaishūri) of ancient religious buildings of national 
significance.3 The nation and the empire were meant to appear as if they were emerging 
out of a traditional past, yet, simultaneously, significant efforts were made to modernize 
Japan with the intent of connecting it to a wider political network with the West.4 Indeed, 
Emperor Meiji, while presenting himself as the champion of ancestral religion, was 
ultimately celebrated as ‘the great modernizer’. If we look at Roman history, a similar 
radical moment of innovation can be identified in Octavian’s rise to power following Julius 
Caesar’s death, and the creation of a new form of government, the Principate. A turning 
point of which Octavian’s contemporaries were fully aware, as attested by the definition 
of Saeculum Augustum bestowed upon the years of his rule at the time of his death.5 The 
innovation had occurred when the attempts of maintaining the political status quo during 
the first century BCE had failed, resulting in a series of civil wars and a continuous struggle 
to increase personal power among the ruling élites. When Octavian appeared on the scene, 
the res publica had since long proved to be a non-sustainable model. The time was ripe for 
a new course.6 Octavian, however, while both drastically innovating the political system 
and boasting the honorific title of Augustus offered to him by the Senate in 28 BCE, made it 
his duty to emphasize how in fact nothing had ever changed. The new form of government 
was presented as a prolongation of the previous system, the res publica restituta, and his 
power formally equaled to the power held by his fellow magistrates: potestatis autem nihilo 
1 Emperor Meiji (1852 – 1912), 122nd Emperor of Japan, ruled from 1867 until his death on July 30th, 1912. 
Up until 1873, he had occupied the so-called Edo castle (Edo-jo) in Tokyo, which had originally been 
built in 1457 and was the place of residence of the Tokugawa shoguns, Japan’s ruling dynasty until 
1867.
2 The construction of a new palace did not start until 1884, due to financial constraints, and another 
four years would pass thereafter before its completion. Opinions on the style in which the palace 
was to be built were conflicting, swinging between Western-style designs and more ‘traditional’ 
architectural plans. Finally, a palace consisting of 36 buildings linked together by a common corridor 
took shape, which was “primarily Japanese in inspiration, built of wood and with roofs fashioned in 
the classical Irimoya style”: Fujitani 1996, 77. See also Wendelken 1996, 30-31.
3 The Law for the protection of ancient shrines and temples (Koshaji Hozon Hō) was passed in 1897, and 
with it the first funding for the restoration of historic buildings was ensured: Wendelken 1996, 34. 
4 On the active creation of a tradition during the Meiji period, see Fujitani (1996), with reference to the 
pivotal work of Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992. On the appearance of an ancestor veneration supported 
by Japan’s imperial household: Morioka 1977.
5 Suet. Aug. 100; as in Zanker 1989, 3.
6 See Trigger 1989, 269: “Innovations occurs only when the cost of maintaining the status quo exceeds 
that of change”.
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amplius habui quam ceteri.7 On a political level, the appearance of a republican system 
was therefore maintained, accompanied by an emphasis on the valorization of Rome’s 
traditional past and the shared values of the mos maiorum. A mythical ‘golden age’ of Rome 
was reinvented and populated by the ancestors of the old senatorial families. A sign of the 
value attached by Octavian to the concept of tradition is represented by the restoration of 
ancient religious buildings, especially those bearing more prominent public significance. 
Octavian actively carried out these restorations throughout his rule. The most significant, 
however, took place at its very start. 
Although this paper does not aim to compare Roman and Japanese imperial systems, it is 
interesting to note some similarities between Octavian Augustus and Emperor Meiji. Both 
rulers faced similar challenges, especially at the beginning of their rule, with the difference 
that the responses and the actions undertaken in the wake of these challenges are less 
thoroughly documented when it comes to Octavian. Both men had to confront a society 
which was not only deeply rooted in tradition, but, as such, characterized by a certain 
“disinclination to novelty”, as phrased by van Groningen first and echoed more recently by 
D’Angour in reference to Greek and Roman society.8 No matter how necessary the change in 
order for the nation, the state, or the res publica to survive, resistance was to be expected. 
One way of dealing with this apparent paradox would be to adopt clear reference points 
to show continuity with the past while making it acceptable for the system to be moving 
forward. Such reference points can be interpreted as forms of ‘anchoring’, a term borrowed 
from social psychology, where ‘anchoring’ stands for the link between the innovation and 
‘‘what people know, believe, want, value, and can understand.”9 Octavian Augustus and 
Emperor Meiji, thus, encouraged some parts of the societies they were reforming to be 
presented as “unchanging and invariant”,10 while also constructing some of their actions as 
traditional. 
Bearing these concepts in mind, the focus will henceforth be on the type of architectural 
and decorative choices carried out by the first emperor of Rome in regard to his private 
dwellings, and on how the residence of the newly established ruler was conceived by those 
7 Res Gestae 34.3: Post id tem[pus a]uctoritate [omnibus praestiti, potest]atis autem nihilo ampliu[s hab]ui 
quam cet[eri, qui m]ihi quoque in ma[gis]tra[t]u conlegae f[uerunt]. The nature of Augustus’ auctoritas 
is debated: while being generally regarded as a reference to a certain moral authority possessed by 
Augustus and recognized by the senators, – see e.g. Galinsky 1996, 10-41, esp. chapter 1, ‘A principal 
concept: Auctoritas’ –, the notion has recently been challenged by Rowe 2013, who rather understands 
auctoritas at Res Gestae 34.3 “as a function of Augustus’ formal rank, and so a metonymy for princeps 
senatus” (p. 15). Only rarely used during the imperial age besides Augustus’ Res Gestae, the term auctor 
features in Republican literature with the meaning of ‘first speaker’ (during senate’s decisions), as 
does princeps. The passage at Res Gestae 34.3 should thus be interpreted as “an affirmation that he 
[Augustus] confirmed to collegiality”: Rowe 2013, 15.
8  van Groningen 1953, 22. As cited in D’Angour 2011, 41.
9 For a definition of the concept of ‘anchoring innovation’ and its application to the study of Classical 
societies, see Sluiter 2013. For an explanation of the concept of ‘anchoring’ in social psychology, I refer 
to Tversky and Kahneman 1974; followed by Ariely et al. 2003.
10 Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992, 2.
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in power and perceived by its audience. Occasional references to the house of Meiji will 
serve as an eye-opener towards a better understanding of Octavian’s building policies.11
2 |  Octavian and the implementation of the Palatine as 
‘mnemonic site’
In order to understand Octavian in his private sphere, however, it is necessary to first take 
a step back in order to analyse how he chose to respond to the need for continuity among 
his fellow citizens and his behaviour on a public level. As already mentioned, the emphasis 
was first on the restoration of religious buildings. By 28 BCE, as Octavian himself states in 
the Res Gestae, he had already restored eighty-two temples around the city of Rome, while 
the instrumental restoration of the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline 
Hill dates to the year 9 BCE.12 As Paul Zanker rightly pointed out in his seminal work on 
Augustus, at the time when Octavian took control of the city Rome was long in need of 
such an enterprise. 
By late republican standards, however, restoring ancient temples was not as remarkable 
and politically valuable as building new edifices.13 Octavian thus took on the neglected task 
and fitted it into his own political discourse, as an anchor to the past. Additionally, while 
re-appropriating religious buildings and re-instating (if not completely re-inventing) 
religious rites and orders, such as the Flamines or the Fratres Arvales,14 he went even further 
to exploit historically and religiously significant locations around the city of Rome, thus 
creating a ‘topography of memory’ while transforming the appearance of the Urbs to serve 
his own purposes.15 An example of such reuse was the transformation in 27 BCE of the 
Porticus Metelli into a structure now dedicated to Octavian’s sister, with its anniversary 
changed to September 23, Octavian’s birthdate.16 On a literary level, the spaces created or 
described by contemporary poets such as Vergil and Propertius additionally testify to the 
11 While the Roman empire has served in many occasions as useful comparison to understand imperial 
rule on a global scale, Rome has seldom been the centre of comparative analysis. In recent years, 
however, an increasing number of historical publications have been applying comparative paradigms 
to the understanding of Rome and Roman society. Among such scholarly work I would like to cite the 
pivotal endeavours by Mutschler and Mittag 2008, and Scheidel 2009 on the comparison between 
Rome and China, and the series Ancient World: Comparative Histories, in particular the volume by 
Arnason and Raaflaub 2011.
12 Res Gestae 20.1: Capitolium et Pompeium theatrum utrumque opus impensa grandi refeci sine ulla 
inscriptione nominis mei; 20.4: Duo et octoginta templa deum in urbe consul sex[tum ex auctoritate] 
senatus refeci, nullo praetermisso, quod e[o] tempore [refeci debebat].
13 Zanker 1989, esp. 24-25. 
14 These reintroductions all took place in the years comprised between 44 and 28 BCE. For an in-depth 
discussion on Octavian’s religious program before 28 BCE, see Scheid 2005, 178-186.
15 On the monumental transformation of Rome and the reuse of memory, see esp. Gowing 2005, 132-159, 
and more recently Orlin 2016, passim. Galinsky refers to this combination of topography and memory 
as ‘memoryscape’: Galinsky and Lapatin 2015, 1.
16 For the significance of the Porticus Octaviae within Octavian’s policy of ‘memory management’, 
see Galinsky and Lapatin 2015, 4. On the widespread practice of changing the dies natalis of Roman 
temples and public buildings into the date of Octavian’s birthday, see also La Rocca 1987, 356.
72 CHAPTER 1
spreading and success of Octavian’s ‘mnemonic policy’ around the city of Rome, where 
places and monuments came to embody repositories for national memories.17 
In the first decades of Octavian’s rise to power we observe therefore the exploitation and 
creation of what the French historiographer Pierre Nora has termed as lieux de mémoire: 
realms to which societies ‘anchor’ their collective memories when the ‘consciousness of a 
break with the past’ is made evident.18 They can either exist as intangible rituals, traditions, 
and practices or as “calculated transformation(s) of the physical appearance of various 
shrines, buildings and other public places” with the intent of giving “new meanings to the 
acquired territory.”19 As such, they can be aptly referred to in English as ‘mnemonic sites.’20 
A clear example of Octavian’s active appropriation of a mnemonic site is to be seen in the 
construction and dedication of the Temple of Apollo on the Palatine Hill.21 The temple was 
located on the south-west edge of the Palatine, where there existed important associations 
with Rome’s earliest past: it was the site where Evander had first settled upon his arrival 
in Italy and where Romulus had also allegedly built his hut.22 The intention of building a 
temple on the Palatine Hill dedicated to Apollo was first announced by Octavian in 36 BCE, 
after the naval victory of Naulochus (although temple and victory were in all likelihood 
not connected), while its official dedication only occurred on 9 October 28 BCE, after the 
conclusion of the civil wars against Mark Antony and upon Octavian’s triumphant return 
to Rome.23 Significantly, the announcement for the new building was made following the 
mid-Republican practice of dedicating temples in expiation of a prodigy, with the only 
difference that this particular dedication did not stem from a senatorial decree, as it was 
customary, but from Octavian’s will alone.24 In the case of the Palatine temple, the prodigy 
17 For a thorough discussion on the close literary connections between topography and memory in the 
landscape of Rome (both imperial and republican), see Edwards 1996, 27-43. On Propertius’ Fourth 
Book and its connections to Augustan Rome, see Debrohun 2003, 90-91. On Vergil: Seider 2013, 
passim. 
18 The concept of lieux de mémoire first appeared, in the context of a reconstruction of the history of 
France, in P. Nora’s ground-breaking work Les lieux de mémoire (1984 – 1992). The definition of lieux de 
mémoire presented here was elaborated from Nora 1989, esp. 7-9. On collective and societal memories, 
I refer to the pivotal work of Maurice Halbwachs, Le cadres sociaux de la mémoire, Paris, 1925, and all 
following re-interpretations.
19 Fujitani 1996, 18. On the lieux de mémorie only existing as calculated acts, see also Nora 1989, 12.
20 The expression is borrowed from Fujitani 1996. The term lieux de mémoire has otherwise been 
variously translated in English as ‘places’, ‘sites’, or ‘realms of memory’.
21 The Temple of Apollo was one of the only four new temples erected by Octavian, the other three being 
the Temple of Divus Iulius in the Forum Romanum (dedicated in 29 BCE), the Temple of Iuppiter 
Tonans at the entrance to the Area Capitolina 22 BCE, the Temple of Mars Ultor in the new Forum 
Augustum (2 BCE); see Hekster and Rich 2006, 153. On the excavations of the area of the temple: 
Carettoni 1978; Carettoni 1966 – 67. On the active “reconfiguration of memory at Rome” during the 
period of Augustus: Galinsky and Lapatin 2015, 3-4.
22 More on the significance of the location in Zanker 1989, 220; Meyboom 2004; Meyboom 2005, esp. 
223, 228-229.
23 On the dedication and archaeological reconstruction of the temple, see recently Zink 2008 and 
Claridge 2014, with up-to-date scholarship.
24 Hekster and Rich 2006, esp. 156.
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was described as a lightning bolt, which had presumably stricken part of Octavian’s private 
residence:
Templum Apollinis in ea parte Palatinae domus excitavit, quam fulmine ictam desiderari a 
deo haruspices pronuntiarunt (Suet. Aug. 29.3)
“He [Octavian] erected the temple of Apollo in that part of his Palatine house which, when it had 
been struck by lightning, haruspices had declared to be desired by the god.”25
Suetonius thus informs us that temple and house were closely connected.26 The location 
chosen for the erection of the temple appears then significant for two reasons: the 
location itself, the very place where Rome was founded, and its proximity to Octavian’s 
residence. Both, house and temple, shared and exploited the same ‘mnemonic site’, 
and even though the house preceded the foundation of the temple, it is only when the 
temple was announced that it acquired an instrumental function within Octavian’s 
ideology.27 Octavian had purchased the property in 42 BCE, after it had been confiscated 
from its previous owner, Q. Hortensius Hortalus, the year before.28 He then proceeded to 
acquire adjacent properties in the area with the purpose of enlarging his own residence, 
25 On the prodigy of the lightning, see also Dio 49.15.5. For an in depth-analysis of the meaning of the 
dedication following a natural prodigy, and its particularity in the context of the Late Republic, see 
Hekster and Rich (2006), passim.
26 The temple was connected to Octavian’s private dwelling by an internal passage in the form of a ramp, 
and shared with it part of the front terrace. It was, by all means, “a private shrine on a monumental 
scale”: Meyboom 2005, 239. The ramp belonged to the residential complex identified nowadays in 
scholarly literature as the House of Augustus, excavated first by G. Carettoni, with the assistance of 
L. Fabbrini, between 1956 and 1982. The excavations, if we exclude a few articles by Carettoni himself 
(e.g. Carettoni 1983), remained mostly unpublished until 2014, when the excavation diaries were 
gathered in a collected volume by M. A. Tomei (Tomei 2014b). As of today, almost no doubt exists that 
the structures found by G. Carettoni must have belonged to part of Augustus’ (or rather, Octavian’s) 
residence on the Palatine, although some uncertainties remain on the dating of the different 
construction phases. For the most recent discussions: Iacopi and Tedone 2006; La Rocca 2008; 
Carandini and Bruno 2008; Wiseman 2009; Carandini et al. 2010; Pensabene and Gallocchio 2011; 
Coarelli 2012, with extended bibliography; Tomei 2014a. 
27 On the house of Octavian and its symbolism in connection to the mythical origins of Rome, see 
in particular Meyboom 2005, 233-234. Dio (53.16.5) describes the connection as follows: “The 
royal residence is called Palatium (…) because Caesar dwelt on the Palatine and had his military 
headquarters there, though his residence gained a certain degree of fame from the mount as a whole 
also, because Romulus had once lived there.” 
28 On Hortensius’ domus: Corbier 1992, esp. 886-893; Papi 1995a. Q. Hortentius [Hortalus] was the son 
of the great orator Q. Hortensius Hortalus, whose Palatine residence he had inherited in 50 BCE and 
possibly lost, due to proscription, in November 43: Hinard 1985, 475-76. Octavian subsequently bought 
it from the confiscated properties in 42 BCE, the same year of Hortensius’ death at Philippi, although 
he probably did not occupy it before his return to Rome in 41 BCE. On the dating of the purchase: 
Coarelli 2012, 538.
74 CHAPTER 1
as mentioned by Velleius Paterculus and Dio.29 The project, however, came to an halt in 36 
BCE, cf. Vell. 2.81.3:
Victor deinde Caesar reuersus in urbem contractas emtionibus complures domos 
per procuratores, quo laxior fieret ipsius, publicis se usibus destinare professus est, 
templumque Apollinis et circa porticus facturum promisit, quod ab eo singulari extructum 
munificientia est.
“Caesar, having returned in victory to the city, declared that he was making over for public use 
several houses which he had purchased through agents to make his residence more spacious, and 
promised to build there a temple of Apollo and surrounding porticoes.”30
 
Therefore, in the year 36 BCE Octavian deliberately chose to discard the grander plans for 
his private dwelling31 and focus instead on turning the temple into the central point of his 
establishment on the Palatine.32 A hypothesis that is reinforced by reading further into the 
sources. When Vergil praises Octavian in the Aeneid as a triumphator, he imagines him on 
the steps of the temple (Aen. 8.720): 
“He himself seated on the snowwhite threshold of radiant Apollo.”33 
When Ovid describes the Palatine as it stood at the time of Augustus, he halts at the 
entrance of the house, embellished by the Apolline laurels of the triumph and the corona 
civica, as in Octavian’s own description in the Res Gestae, an honor bestowed upon him by 
the senate in 28 BCE: 
29 Velleius refers to complures domos, without any further specification, possibly alluding to the 
common Late Republican practice of purchasing and annexing neighboring properties. In Octavian’s 
case, these would include: the domus of Hortensius (domus Hortensis), the domus of Q. Lutatius 
Catulus (Suet. Gramm. 17: domus Catulina), and possibly the house of Octavian’s freedman C. Iulius 
Gelos (Suet. Cal. 18.3: domus Gelotiana). See Coarelli 2012, 373-374, with a revision of Wiseman 2009, 
533.
30 The words “several houses” translate complures domos. Now wanting a house, the senate seemingly 
awarded him one from public funds. The information is mentioned in Dio 49.15.5: “They decided that 
a house should be given him from public funds; for the place which he had bought on the Palatine for 
house-building he had made public property and had dedicated to Apollo, since lightning had struck 
it.”
31 That, at least, was what Octavian wanted people to believe. However, we know that even after 36 BCE 
Octavian’s actual property on the Palatine comprised a series of adjacent houses, known today as the 
House of Augustus (see note 216), the House of Livia and the Aula Isiaca. On the excavations and the 
site of the House of Livia, see in particular Iacopi 1995; Tomei 1999, 363-440; Tomei 2000, 7-8; Coarelli 
2012, esp. 431. For the Aula Isiaca, see Iacopi 1997. For a discussion of the ‘unit’, see Tomei 2000. All 
references to the house of Octavian throughout the present article should be regarded as a reference 
to the entire Palatine complex, including all properties, and not exclusively the structures labelled in 
modern scholarship as the ‘House of Augustus’.
32 The more so if we consider how the Temple of Apollo might be the first archaeologically attested 
example of an aureum templum (Prop. 4.1.5; Plin. N.H. 33.18) by use of gold marble as well as extensive 
gilding. For an in-depth study of the polychromy of the temple I refer to Zink and Piening 2009.
33 As translated in Meyboom 2005, 238. See also Haensch 2012, 272.
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Quo pro merito meo senat[us consulto Au]gust[us appe]llatus sum et et laureis postes 
aedium mearum u[estiti] publ[ice coronaq]ue ciuica super ianuam meam fixa est (Res 
Gestae 34.2)
“For this service I was named Augustus by senatorial decree, and the doorposts of my house were 
publicly clothed with laurels.” (transl. Cooley)34
The civic crown – together with the golden shield displayed in the Curia and inscribed 
with the words virtus, pietas, clementia, and iustitia (all Republican virtues) – is the only 
symbol of personal power ever accepted by Octavian.35 Exactly like the shield, the crown 
is also a symbol imbued with Republican values. Its presence on the façade of Octavian’s 
residential complex on the Palatine constitutes, additionally, a further bond between the 
house and the Temple of Apollo, the design of which was also presented as stemming 
from Republican traditions of temple building. With all the difficulties of reconstructing 
a temple of which little remains today, it has been recently suggested by S. Zink that the 
building was indeed erected with a deliberate conservative design in mind. While other 
temples around Rome, such as the Temple of Apollo Sosianus, were constructed following 
more innovative designs, the architectural outline of the Palatine shrine was purposefully 
rooted, on the contrary, in the tradition of old Tuscan and Republican temples.36 On the 
Palatine, the Roman audience was therefore presented with a house that was embellished 
with a Republican façade – interestingly, almost exclusively the only part described or 
mentioned in contemporary sources – and a sanctuary of Republican reminiscence, in 
both its architecture and the way in which it was dedicated. The location, charged with 
connections to the mythological origins of Rome, could only add to the picture of a 
complex ‘house – sanctuary’ of Republican tradition.37 
34 Cooley 2009. See Dio. 53.16.4: “For the right to place the laurel trees in front of the royal residence and 
to hang the crown of oak above them was then voted him to symbolize that he was always victor over 
his enemies and the saviour of the citizens.”; Ov. Fasti 4.951-954: Phoebus habet partem. Vestae pars 
altera cessit; quod superest illis, tertius ipse tenet. State Palatinae laurus, praetextaque quercustet domus: 
aeternos tres habet una deos; “Phoebus lives in one part of the house, another part has been yielded to 
Vesta; in what remains, the third part, he lives himself. Long live the laurels of the Palatine, long live 
the house adorned with the wreath of oak: one house inhabited by three immortal gods.”
35 He renounced all other insignia, such as the sceptre or the diadem of Hellenistic kings, as well as the 
golden crown and purple toga of Julius Caesar: Eder 2005, 13.
36 Zink 2008, 63. P. Zanker already noted how Hellenistic designs were preferred by Octavian for the 
construction of private temples and avoided for public commissions; see Zanker 1989, 26. ‘Archaic’ 
elements are also to be found in the decoration of the temple, as well exemplified by the so-called 
‘lastre Campana’, for an in-depth study of which I refer to Strazzulla 1990. The painted decoration of 
the building is unfortunately lost. For a tentative reconstruction of their content, see Heslin 2015, 
passim; Moormann 2011, 26-27.
37 Associations between the houses of Octavian Augustus and Republican places of cult are recurrent. 
The Villa of Livia at Prima Porta, for instance, was also characterised by a private space connected to 
a sanctuary-like architecture, which consisted in the insertion of a grove in the landscape of the villa 
(possibly reminiscent of the grove of Diana Nemorensis on the Alban hills) with its related (invented) 
cult. These elements were combined on the occasion of a re-branding of the house after Livia’s 
marriage to Octavian in 38 BCE. For the dating of the villa to 38-28 BCE and an in-depth analysis of its 
grove, see Reeder 2001.
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3 |  A humilis domus for a pius man? Augustan 
propaganda on the ruler’s house38
To further our understating of the ideological use of the house in the earlier years, it is 
necessary to resort to a source from a hundred years later. In his Life of Augustus (72.1), 
Suetonius describes the house of Augustus as follows: 
In ceteris partibus vitae continentissimum fuisse constat ac sine suspicione ullius vitii. 
Habitavit primo iuxta Romanum forum supra Scalas anularias, in domo quae Calui 
Oratoris fuerat; postea in Palatio, sed nihilo minus aedibus modicis Hortensianis, et neque 
laxitate neque cultu conspicuis, ut in quibus porticus breves essent Albanarum columnarum 
et sine marmore ullo aut insigni pavimento conclavia.
“In the other details of his life it is generally agreed that he was most temperate and without 
even the suspicion of any fault. He lived at first near the Forum Romanum, above the Stairs of the 
Ringmakers, in a house which had belonged to the orator Calvus; afterwards, on the Palatine, but 
in the no less modest dwelling of Hortensius, which was remarkable neither for size nor elegance, 
having but short colonnades with columns of Alban stone, and rooms without any marble 
decorations or handsome pavements.”
He then continues (Aug. 72-73) to give an account not only of the house, in which Octavian 
remained to live until his death in 14 CE, but of his own lifestyle in the same terms, as 
modest and frugal. It is evident, from Suetonius’ account, that the description of the house 
belongs to a broader praise of Octavian’s temperance, which was in agreement with his 
moralising programme, and might have had little to do with the reality of the Palatine 
dwelling.39 I will return to this later. 
Praises of a frugal way of life are scattered all throughout Augustan sources, and it is 
significant that they should often be connected to the idea of humble residences as well as 
to the origins of Rome. According to Horace, pious men should prefer to live in the modesty 
of a humilis domus and seek the solace of the peaceful countryside (also interpretable as 
a symbolic space). In the first of his Roman Odes, a series of six poems celebrating the 
republican values fostered by the new regime, the poet states (Od. 3.1.45-46):
38 I have chosen to adopt the term ‘propaganda’ when referring to Octavian’s public actions in 
accordance with Hurlet and Dalla Rosa, who recently challenged P. Zanker’s and K. Galinsky’s long 
established reservations on the use of terms as ‘ideology’ and ‘propaganda’ in reference to the Roman 
world: Zanker 1989; Galinsky 1996, esp. 5. Although Hurlet and Dalla Rosa agree with Zanker and 
Galinsky that the term ‘propaganda’ should not be applied unconditionally to the entire Roman 
period, they also maintain it to be appropriate to describe the Augustan age, a period of crisis which 
demanded the central power to be more assertive. See Hurlet and dalla Rosa 2009, esp. 194, for the 
complete discussion.
39 Coarelli 2012, 373-374.
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Cur inuidendis postibus et nouo
Sublime ritu moliar atrium?
“Why should I build a house in the latest style
 with an imposing courtyard and doorposts that will incite envy?”40
Recently, it has been suggested, by Peter Heslin, that the comparison between Horace’s 
humble dwelling, a metaphor for his own poetry, and a ‘grandiose temple’ (possibly an 
allusion to Vergil’s epic) might in fact echo the comparison, familiar to the poet, between 
the ‘modest’ house of Octavian Augustus and the gleaming temple of Apollo next door.41 
The same god Apollo who appears in Vergil’s Aeneid as the escort leading Evander to the 
very site on the Palatine where the Greek king will establish his residence, and a novel 
Golden Age will flourish.42 When Aeneas – Octavian’s forefather – reaches the slopes of the 
Palatine, he finds Evander living ‘in tranquil peace’ surrounded by his cattle and is invited 
to enter the king’s home: 
Ut uentum ad sedes, “haec” inquit “limina uictor
Alcides subiit, haec illum regia cepit.
Aude, hospes, contemnere opes et te quoque dignum
finge deo, rebusque ueni non asper egenis.”
Dixit, et angusti subter fastigia tecti
ingentem Aenean duxit stratisque locauit
effultum foliis et pelle Libystidis ursae. (Verg. Aen. 8.362-368)
“When they reached the house, Evander said: ‘Victorious Hercules 
stooped to entering this doorway, this palace charmed him.
My guest, dare to scorn wealth, and make yourself worthy too
to be a god: don’t be scathing about the lack of possessions.’
He spoke, and led mighty Aeneas beneath the confines
of his sloping roof, and allotted him a mattress
stuffed with leaves, and the pelt of a Libyan bear.”43
Evander lives in a palace (regia), which is no more than an angustum tectum.44 Vergil 
additionally informs his readers that Romulus will also leave his mark where Evander had 
his humble abode: in introducing Aeneas to the Palatine citadel, Evander points to a “vast 
grove, which brave Romulus would restore / as a sanctuary, and the Lupercal, the Wolf’s 
cave, under a cold cliff” (Verg. Aen. 8.342-343). The casa or tugurium Romuli, variously 
indicated as set either on the Palatine or the Capitol or on both hills, is also defined with 
40 As cited in Heslin 2015, 284. The six odes had most likely been written around 29-24 BCE, as recently 
suggested in Nisbet and Rudd 2004, xx-xxi.
41 Heslin 2015, 284, after Nisbet and Rudd 2004, 20.
42 Verg. Aen. 8.312-326.
43 See Meyboom 2005, 226.
44 I refer to Scagliarini Corlaita 1984 for a discussion of the concept of ‘palace’ in Vergil’s passage.
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the term regia and described as a dwelling without pretence, with its roof of straw (Verg. 
Aen. 8.654). Both Evander and Romulus appear therefore typically associated with a 
pastoral lifestyle, as it is the case in Livy for Romulus, and their palaces in forms of ‘huts’ 
come to embody the physical symbols of “an earlier, more virtuous Rome”.45 
As mentioned already, Octavian attached a certain value to the circumstance that his 
house should be located on the Palatine, in the same mnemonic site of Evander’s modest 
‘palace’ and Romulus’ unpretentious hut. The location appears of the outmost importance 
for Octavian’s programme of self-display, and according to P. Meyboom might be the 
reason behind his refusal of the domus publica, the house of the pontifex maximus in the 
Forum, which Octavian declined first in 36 BCE, together with the title, and again in 12 
BCE, when he finally became pontifex. Accepting the house would have implied moving 
to the Forum, and away from the Palatine.46 The first refusal, however, was most certainly 
prompted by diplomatic reasons: the office of pontifex maximus had been M. Aemilius 
Lepidus’ since Caesar’s death, and Octavian preferred to leave the privilege in the hands 
of the old triumvir.47 Ideological implications came instead into play at the moment of the 
second refusal in 12 BCE, when, following the death of Lepidus, Octavian was finally in the 
position of taking the title but decided to decline the residence once again. In its place, he 
turned part of his residence into the domus publica, going as far as to moving the sacred 
fire of Vesta and to building a sanctuary dedicated to the goddess next to his Palatine 
residence, in order to replicate the connection already existing in the Forum between the 
public house of the pontifex and the House of the Vestals.48 
What is interesting to note is how the domus publica is referred to in ancient sources, 
where it appears occasionally cited as regia.49 In 12 BCE, therefore, when part of the house 
of Octavian officially became a regia, the connection between the mythical regiae of 
Evander and Romulus on the Palatine must have grown even stronger. This connection, 
however, as I have argued, was already exploited in 36 BCE. One might think that, although 
the office of pontifex maximus could not be nominally held by Octavian in 36 BCE, the 
location of his residence was already presented, symbolically, as that of the guardian of 
traditional Roman religions and customs. Besides, the possible implications of the ‘royal’ 
elements in the legends of both Evander and Romulus call for additional attention, if we 
45 Liv. 5.53.6; as cited in Edwards 1996, 39.
46 Meyboom 2005, 221; 225-226; 233.
47 Control of all other priestly orders was however secured in the hands of Octavian, and Lepidus’ power 
as Pontifex Maximus neutralized, according to Scheid (2005) 180. The refusal of 36 BCE is related by 
Octavian himself in Res Gestae 6, as well as in Dio 49.15.3.
48 The domus publica was located in the Forum near the Atrium Vestae, to which it was closely connected. 
The domus had been formally occupied by Julius Caesar between 63 and 44 BCE (Suet. Iul. 46), and 
was finally donated to the Vestals by Octavian Augustus in 12 BCE (Dio. 54.27.3), see Scott 1995; Papi 
1995b. On the Palatine Temple of Vesta: Meyboom 2005, 245-246; Coarelli 2012, 380-381, 399-400; 
Haensch 2012, 271. It is interesting to note that, upon accepting the title of Pontifex Maximus, Octavian 
Augustus also moved the Sybilline books to the Palatine, along with the fire of Vesta. The books, in 
their newly revised version, were transferred from the Capitol to the Temple of Apollo Palatinus (Suet. 
Aug. 31). A new religious centre was created.
49 As in the house of the rex sacrorum: Cic. Att. 10.3a; Serv. Aen. 8.363; see Scott 1995, 165; Papi 1995b.
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consider how comparisons between Octavian and Romulus had already been put forward 
by the heir of Caesar himself as early as 43 BCE.50 Could Octavian have been looking for 
familiar models of individual (if not monarchic) power to present to the Roman audience 
in order to anchor the innovations he was pushing forward, and was he applying these 
same anchors to his house? At the moment of Octavian’s attempts to achieve sole power, a 
Roman monarchical language did not exist, as it is evident, for example, by the difficulties 
encountered by contemporary poets to represent Octavian himself as a monarch using “an 
established idiom”.51 Contemporary monarchies were off the table as models for his rule. 
They were too unfamiliar to the Romans and ran the risk of appearing ‘tyrannical’, as had 
been the case with Caesar and as it was the case – in the late 30’s BCE – with Marc Antony, 
whom Octavian’s propaganda itself had conveniently labelled as an Eastern despot 
acting under the influence of a foreign queen.52 To make the “name of monarchy”53 less 
detestable to his fellow citizens, Octavian had to act on a different level from Marc Antony 
and conceal his true intentions: he thus anchored himself to Rom’s mythological past and 
presented his ‘monarchic republic’ as a new foundation of Rome.54
4 | Bucolic life and religious rituals within the house
The utopian world of the origins found its way not only in the ideological representation of 
the house but also on its walls, marking the introduction of new iconographical elements 
in the painted decoration of the time and the evolution to a new style, which, as it has 
now generally accepted, had its beginning in the houses belonging to the princeps and his 
family. The theme of religion features now more prominently, through the representation 
of generic bucolic landscapes characterized by the presence of ritual objects, such as the 
baetylus in the Room of the Masks, a symbol connected to the cult of Apollo (fig. 10; see 
page 85). Interestingly, the only name of painter from the age of Augustus handed down 
to us by Pliny is a Studius, or Ludius, who “first introduced the most attractive fashion of 
painting walls with pictures of country houses and porticoes and landscape gardens, 
groves, woods, hills, fish-ponds, canals, rivers, coasts, and whatever anybody could 
desire, together with various sketches of people going for a stroll or sailing in a boat or on 
50 On the auspicia of the investiture in 43 BCE (when Octavian was made consul for the first time): Suet. 
Aug. 95.2; App. Bell. Civ. 3.94.388. In 28 BCE Octavian had also considered calling himself Romulus 
instead of Augustus (Dio. 53.16.6; Suet. Aug. 7.2). On the connection between Octavian and the figure 
of Romulus, see, for instance, Scheid 2005, 184-185; Edwards 1996, 31-32.
51 White 2005, 335.
52 On Octavian’s Republican revival as propaganda opposition to Marc Antony’s Eastern inclinations, 
see Eder 2005, 20-21.
53 Dio. 53.17.1: “The name of monarchy, to be sure, the Romans so detested that they called their 
emperors neither dictators nor kings nor anything of the sort.”
54 Zanker 1989; Eder 2005, esp. 13-15. For the definition of ‘monarchic republic’, see Galinsky 1996, 221. 
For the re-use of monarchical motifs previously exploited by Marc Antony after the victory of Actium: 
Galinsky 1996, 221-224.
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land going to country houses riding on asses or in carriages, and also people fishing and 
fowling or hunting or even gathering the vintage” (Plin. N.H. 35.116-117).55 
Larger mythological scenes, set in rural settings, make their first appearance in the House 
of Livia, where the so-called Room of Polyphemus, opened on the atrium, featured two 
central pictures framed by aediculae: Io and Argo on one side; Polyphemus and Galatea 
on the other (fig. 11). All these innovative elements were set in a stylistic framework 
that shows continuity with the previous tradition of Roman wall paintings, namely the 
architectonical ornaments of the Second Pompeian Style, although the most ‘luxuriant’ 
and richer elements of this trend are now reduced to a plainer decoration characterized 
however but more refined ornamental motifs.56 For this reason, the decorations, visible 
in the House of Augustus, the House of Livia and, partly, in the Aula Isiaca, have been 
assigned by modern scholarship to the last phase of the Second – beginning of the Third 
Style.57 Following I. Bragantini’s lead, I would however refrain from using Mau’s schematic 
division in Four Pompeian Styles, and Beyen’s relative chronology, when discussing the 
city of Rome.58 The painted decorations on the Palatine not only show characteristics 
which are peculiar to a limited number of examples, they also present a different, earlier 
chronological horizon from their counterparts in the Vesuvian area, their dating having 
been recently reappraised, on a purely stratigraphic basis, to the years between 42 and 
36 BCE.59 This new dating shows not only that the changes in decorative fashion must 
have taken place first in the heart of the Roman empire – as well testified by the lack of 
55 Plin. N.H. 35. 116-118: Non fraudando et Sp. Tadio [Studius, Ludius], divi Augusti aetate, qui primus 
instituit amoenissimam parietum picturam, villas et porticus ac topiaria opera, lucos, nemora, colles, 
piscinas, euripos, amnes, litora, qualia quis optaret, varias ibi obambulantium species aut navigantium 
terraque villas adeuntium asellis aut vehiculis, iam piscantes, aucupantes aut venantes aut etiam 
vindemiantes. Sunt in eius exemplaribus nobiles palustri accessu villae, succollatis sponsione mulieribus 
labantes, trepidis quae feruntur, plurimae praeterea tales argutiae facetissimi salis. idem subdialibus 
maritimas urbes pingere instituit, blandis simo aspectu minimoque inpendio. As in Ling 1977; 
Hinterhöller-Klein 2015, 62-67, 192-196.
56 This is especially true for the Room of the Masks in the House of Augustus and the Room of 
Polyphemus in the House of Livia, which show the most similarities with one another, while e.g. the 
Room of the Perspectival Wall (possibly, a library) displays more continuity with the architectonical 
decorations of the Second Style from the Pompeian area. For a description of the rooms, see Iacopi 
2007, 15-16.
57 For a comprehensive study of the Second and Third Style, see Barbet 1985; Ling 1991; Baldassarre et al. 
2002.
58 Bragantini’s reasoning for avoiding the schematisation between Second and Third Style, preferring 
a broader historical periodization, is expressed by the author as follows: “We hope it will have 
become increasingly clear that painting too (…) follows the epochal rhythms that marked the end of 
the Republican era and the birth of the Principate and the Empire”; see Bragantini 2014, 359. For the 
original division in styles of Roman painting: Mau 1882. For their dating, and sub-grouping: Beyen 
1958.
59 For the new dating of the wall paintings, see La Rocca 2008, esp. 234 following the excavation report 
of Iacopi and Tedone 2006. Originally, they had been dated to 36-28 BCE by their excavator: Carettoni 
1983, 412-419.
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previous examples elsewhere –60 but also that their appearance, in Rome, coincided with 
the epochal transition from the Republic to the Empire under Octavian’s aegis.61 Far from 
wanting to affirm the existence of a deliberate political message applied to the interior 
decoration of Octavian’s dwelling, it is however undeniable that it reflected the new ‘social 
imagery’ created by Caesar’s heir.62 An imagery characterized by the representation of a 
bucolic life lived in peace and set in the framework of a ‘sober’, more linear style than the 
precedent. The change in style has often been interpreted as being merely the product of 
artistic choices promoted by the decorators. However, although it is logical to think that 
specific artistic choices would have been the product of artisanal skills and know-how, the 
fact that the content of this new figurative language coincided with Octavian’s ideological 
programme cannot be overlooked.63 Nor can the fact that the appearance of the new style 
coincided with Octavian’s establishment as a leader and was first documented in his own 
houses, while it found its highest expression in the following ten to twenty years in the 
houses of his inner circle (e.g. the Villa of the Farnesina first and the Villa at Boscotrecase 
later, both Agrippa and Julia’s properties).64 Only after these first ‘liberal’ years,65 its most 
innovative elements will be diluted into simple ‘fashionable’ accessories.
60 The dating for the only contemporary comparison usually suggested, the House of M. Obellius 
Firmus in Pompeii, is still debated, and might as well be later than the Palatine examples. On the 
house and its decorations, see Bastet and de Vos 1979, 17.
61 The artistic and cultural changes of this period have been associated elsewhere with the shift in 
political power represented by Octavian’s new order; see, for instance, Hofter 1988; Zanker 1989; 
Wallace-Hadrill 2008. For the wall paintings, see most recently Bragantini 2014, in particular 326-327.
62 The expression “immaginario sociale” (Baldassarre 2009, 79) is in my opinion preferable to P. 
Zanker’s “linguaggio figurativo di regime” (Zanker 1989, 281).
63 It would be reductive to affirm, as does J. R. Clarke, that the painters simply picked up a more general 
“taste for moderation in interior design” and applied it to their work, without any involvement on the 
side of the patrons, see Clarke 2005, 278. See additionally Dunlop 2009, esp. 15-16, for an interesting 
contribution on the involvement of noblemen and rich merchants in selecting the content of mural 
paintings in early Renaissance Italy. On the coincidence between content of the painted decorations 
and ideological program: Bragantini and Sampaolo 2009, 47-48.
64 For the decoration of the Villa of the Farnesina, I refer to the work of S. T. A. M. Mols and E. M. 
Moormann, with a reappraisal of the traditional dating of the wall paintings to the years 25-15 BCE, 
now pre-dated to before 28 BCE: Mols and Moormann 2008, 79. For a comprehensive collection of 
the Farnesina decorations preserved nowadays in the Museo Nazionale Romano, see Bragantini 
and de Vos 1982. Bucolic scenes are visible in the black triclinium (c). Following the classification in 
Pompeian Styles, the decoration of the villa is usually catalogued as belonging to the Third Style. 
To the same style, but a later phase, are also attributed the mural paintings from the Villa of Agrippa 
Postumus at Boscotrecase, commonly dated to the years between 15-1 BCE, although construction 
works in the villa are already attested as early as 21 BCE. Sacro-idyllic landscapes are a common 
feature of the painted decoration of the villa, although here they acquire a new unprecedented 
prominence on the walls, now inserted in larger vignettes and framed by more elegant, slender 
elements, an evolution of the architectural frames of the Palatine houses (with the transition from 
a three dimensional to two-dimensional wall-surface). The mythological landscapes (Galatea and 
Polyphemus; Perseus and Andromeda) show affinity with the mythological panels in the House of 
Livia. The villa belonged to the youngest son of M. Agrippa and Julia the Elder, Agrippa Postumus, 
by whom it was inherited in 12 BCE. For an in-depth analysis of the house and its decorations, see 
Blankenhagen and Alexander 1990. For a discussion on the ‘Romanity’ of the Greek mythological 
scenes selected in these houses, see Bragantini 2014, 332-333.
65 Mols and Moormann 2008, 77: “una moda di durata brevissima, (…) frutto di un decennio ‘liberale’.”
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5 |  Modestia versus luxuria: the reality of Octavian’s 
residence
Octavian’s attempts to connect his residence to a mnemonic site that was charged with 
Republican connections and the references to an ideal ‘bucolic’ lifestyle scattered on 
the walls of his residence could thus be interpreted as a way of inserting the house in 
his larger political programme of restoration of the ‘oldest traditions’. Octavian focused 
on the idea of formally reinstating republican traditions in order to avoid the accusation 
of despotism.66 The programme, as it is nowadays generally accepted, was already 
implemented as early as 44 BCE and fully outlined by 28 BCE.67 The time coincides with 
the establishment of Octavian’s residence on the Palatine, the creation of the sanctuary 
of Apollo as a ‘Republican’ shrine, and the restoration of many ancient buildings around 
Rome following conservative designs.68
In the late 30’s, however, a parallel, less overt building programme was being incentivated 
by Octavian, through his inner circle of friends, political allies and clientes, which went 
in the opposite direction. If public buildings were marked as ‘traditional’ by Octavian’s 
interventions, private commissions presented unmistakable Hellenistic features. In his 
most recent publication, P. Heslin persuasively argues how Octavian’s early interventions 
on the cityscape of Rome pointed towards the recreation of the Hellenistic royal quarters 
of, for example, Alexandria and Pergamum, with a prominent dynastic temple, a great 
library and a Museum – significantly spread around the city rather than concentrated in 
one location, as it was the case for the Hellenistic capitals. As for the Museum, Heslin 
suggests an identification with the Porticus of Philippus, in the area of the Circus 
Flaminius: completed in 29 BCE, the porticus incorporated the Republican Temple of 
Hercules Musarum in its precincts.69 Library and dynastic temple would be represented 
by the Temple of Apollo on the Palatine with its adjacent libraries. The only piece missing 
from this Hellenistic puzzle would have been the royal palace: according to Heslin, who 
follows the tradition begun by Suetonius, Octavian chose to live in a ‘modest’ house, 
thus rejecting the idea of building anything which could resemble a Hellenistic palace.70 
The concept of a modest dwelling, however, comes from an over-reading of Suetonius’ 
passage, a recurrent mistake in Augustan scholarship. The house on the Palatine was 
neither modest nor small. The properties acquired by Octavian before 36 BCE were 
themselves in no way ‘unpretentious’, if we are to believe the descriptions written by 
ancient authors of their owners’ lifestyles. By Pliny (N.H. 34.48, 35.130) we are informed 
for example that Hortensius was a fine collector of art, ready to pay 144,000 sesterces for 
a painting of Argonauts by Cydias. The house of Catulus, incorporated into Octavian’s 
66 On Octavian’s ability to make use of the flexible boundaries of the Republican constitution to 
introduce individual power in Rome: Eder 2005, 18-19.
67 Millar 2000, followed by Scheid 2005, 178-179.
68 The approach has been defined as “enhanced familiarity” in Favro 2005, 249.
69 Works on the porticus had started soon after Actium. For the full argumentation on the porticus as 
the Museum, see Heslin 2015, 197-198. 
70 For in-depths studies on Macedonian and Hellenistic palaces, see Heermann 1986; Brands and 
Hoepfner 1996; Kutbay 1998; Netzer 1999; Nielsen 1999; Nielsen 2001; Rozenberg and Mevorah 2013.
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residence at an unidentified moment, was known to be one of the finest on the Palatine for 
its magnificentia.71 Even more importantly, the archaeological excavations on the Palatine 
have unearthed quite a different scenario in terms of luxury and dimensions.72 
To begin with, it is nowadays clear that the Palatine complex consisted of a series of 
different house units, of which today only the so-called House of Augustus, House of Livia, 
and Aula Isiaca have been brought to light and, as we have seen, most recently dated to the 
period between 42 and 36 BCE.73 It remains unclear how much of the original Republican 
houses was preserved and how much was rebuilt, but the survival of underground 
corridors is proof of the existence of a connection between the various units.74 Secondly, 
regarding the dimensions of Octavian’s residence, even though each single property may 
not have been particularly extraordinary for its size according to Republican standards, 
the residential compound was. We must also be aware of the fact that it probably extended 
beyond the limits we are left with today, especially after 36 BCE. When Ovid (Tristia 3.1.31-
32) describes the façade with the corona civica in or after 8 CE,75 he declares that this was 
visible from the Cliuus Palatinus, which runs through the northern and central part of the 
hill. The so called House of Augustus as it stands today, however, would not have been 
visible when walking along the Cliuus.76 This could only mean the property must have 
been larger and, as suggested by P. Meyboom, that the missing part, with the monumental 
entrance, might have coincided with the (post 12 BCE) domus publica.77 To confirm 
this theory I would add that if the entrance to the house, with its prominent display of 
Republican symbols, was indeed facing towards the inner side of the Palatine hill, it would 
have paralleled the orientation of the entrance to the Temple of Apollo, according to the 
most recent reconstruction by A. Claridge, emphasizing once again the existence of a 
71 It is written in Suetonius (Gramm. 17) that Octavian’s grandsons Gaius and Lucius took lessons from 
the famous instructor M. Verrius Flaccus in the atrium of Catulus’ house. On the splendour of this 
house: Plin. N.H. 17.2. The house has been variously identified with a Republican domus found south-
east to the House of Livia: Coarelli 1995; Carandini and Bruno 2008, 141-143; Falzone 2010, 60-62. 
72 Hales 2003, 64: “The actual house [of Augustus] may have been small by late Republican standards, 
but it was set in a large complex that, in character, far exceeded any previous extravaganzas”.
73 The difficulties encountered during the excavations of the area, covered by the subsequent 
Domitianic palatial structures, must be taken into account when analysing the extent and nature 
of the residences at the time of Octavian Augustus: Tomei 1999, 397-400; Coarelli 2012, 431-450. 
Residential structures dating to the Augustan period and linked to Octavian’s circle have also been 
brought to light on the site of the so-called Vigna Barberini, at the north-eastern corner of the Palatine 
Hill. Painted decorations comparable with the examples from the House of Augustus and House of 
Livia animated the walls of this house; see Maurina 2001, 46-49; Villedieu et al. 2007, 82-83.
74 Meyboom 2005, 257, note 105.
75 The elegy, a description of the route winding from the Forum of Augustus to the Temple of Apollo 
on the Palatine, has been widely used by contemporary scholars to locate the exact position of the 
entrance to the house of Augustus, see Wiseman 2009 and, most recently, Coarelli 2012, 397-399.
76 Cecamore 2002, 216.
77 Meyboom 2005, 256.
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close connection between the two.78 In Meyboom’s opinion, however, the reason behind 
the identification of this ‘missing part’ with the domus publica lies in the ‘modesty’ of the 
section of the house already excavated, thus implying that the pars publica should have 
been the most luxurious one, an argument which seems to be in contradiction with what 
we know of Octavian’s modes of self-representation, especially during the first decade of 
his rule. The truly ‘modest’ part of the house, however, was possibly not the one of which 
we possess evidence today, but the one described by Suetonius which is, indeed, missing 
from the archaeological record, as no trace of the “columns of Alban stone” mentioned by 
the biographer has ever been found, while the “rooms without any marble decorations or 
handsome pavements” cannot be identified with any of the room preserved, where the 
use of marble is amply attested (fig. 12).79 One might wonder if Suetonius, like Ovid, was 
looking at what remained of the section of the house used by Octavian as domus publica, 
preserved at his time as a lieu de mémoire of the Augustan age. A section of the house 
manufactured as unpretentious and ‘traditional’.
To this section, hypothetically, we could ascribe the painted decorations illustrated earlier 
as stemming from Roman decorative systems and showing the invention of a ‘traditional’ 
figurative language, although in no way their ‘sobriety of rendition’ should be interpreted 
as a sign of real modesty.80 Yet, these decorations are not the only type of painted 
ornamentation documented in the houses of the Palatine, where a second, different 
trend is also attested. I am referring here to the group of decorations usually described, in 
modern scholarship, as ‘Egyptianising’, and located in only one circumscribed section of 
the House of Augustus as well as in the Aula Isiaca.81 In the case of the House of Augustus, 
this type of decoration characterizes the walls of a series of adjacent rooms in the south-
east wing of the house, which are included in the podium of the Temple of Apollo. 
According to the most recent stratigraphic analysis of the complex, these rooms would 
have been obliterated by the foundation of the temple, which leads to the same dating of 
42 – 36 BCE as the rest of the house.82 The indication is important to correctly interpret the 
figurative elements of this decorative system: long believed to be a tribute to Octavian’s 
victory over Marc Antony and Cleopatra at Actium, for its clearly Egyptian references, if 
78 According to Amanda Claridge, the entrance to the temple would have faced towards the inner space 
of the Palatine Hill, thus possibly towards the area included inside the perimeter of Romulus’ Roma 
Quadrata, instead of south-east towards the Forum Boarium, as has been long believed. For the 
complete discussion: Claridge 2014. A reconstruction of the earlier phases of the house of Augustus 
and its orientation is however made difficult by the fact that the original complex went through 
several construction phases and was ultimately destroyed by a fire in 3 CE. The orientation may have 
changed after this date, when the house was declared entirely public (Dio 55.12.4-5).
79 Although the marble itself is missing, there is ample evidence of inlaid marble floors; see Tomei 
2014b, esp. 173-174. 
80 Their discoverer, Gianfilippo Carettoni, described the painted decorations in the House of Augustus 
as characterized by “una grande sobrietà di rendimento”: Carettoni 1987, 111. The same opinion is 
shared by Leach 2004, 110, where the “sobriety of rendition” is connected to Suetonius’ description of 
the house as modest. T. P. Wiseman even suggested that the house near the scalae Caci might not be 
that of Augustus because its decorations are “too lavish”: Wiseman 2009, 537.
81 For the House of Augustus: de Vos 1981; Iacopi 2007; van Aerde 2015. For the Aula Isiaca: Iacopi 1997.
82 See note 250.
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painted before 31 BCE they would retain no connection with the conquest of Egypt but 
rather testify of the introduction to Rome of more generic ‘Hellenistic’ motifs.83 The ‘exotic’ 
content was thus made more poignant by the fact that it was included in a completely 
new decorative style for the Roman scene: if in the case of the walls characterized by 
bucolic landscapes and mythological frames a certain continuity with previous Roman 
decorative systems was still recognizable, in the case of the ‘Egyptianising’ rooms, this 
continuity is broken off. As for their position within the Palatine complex, it is tempting 
to recognize in these rooms the most private spaces of the house – even though the 
cubiculum generally referred to as the studiolo (fig. 13) was not, in all probability, the 
famous study-room mentioned by Suetonius –84 where Octavian would have received not 
only Roman senators and clientes, but also Hellenistic kings and foreign diplomats (Suet. 
Aug. 60). The difference in decoration between these rooms and the more ‘conservative’ 
ones was most certainly an indicator of a functional separation between the spaces, not 
uncommon in Roman houses.85 In this part of the house, as well as in the Aula Isiaca, the 
painted decorations on the walls added to the creation of an ‘Hellenistic’ setting, both by 
means of ‘Egyptianising’ motifs (possibly derived from Alexandria)86 and more ‘luxurious’ 
ornamentations, characterized by a richer palette of particularly expensive colors (above 
all, cinnabar red and light Egyptian blue) (figs. 14 and 15).87 The result was a style Roman in 
its conception but enriched by a certain ‘Hellenistic’ flavor. A proof of the success of this 
new ‘luxury’, and of its Hellenistic target, may lie in the circumstance that reproductions 
of the Palatine decorations have been found in the palaces of the Hellenistic rulers 
themselves, above all Herod’s palaces in Israel (fig. 16).88 The three palaces at Jericho, the 
palace of Masada, but also the residences of Herodium and Caesarea, all display painted 
decorations corresponding to the ‘ornamental style’ of the Augustan residences, including 
the Villa della Farnesina and Boscotrecase, combined with, when not replacing, more 
83 Incidentally, Egyptian decorative elements did become very popular after Actium, when Augustus 
introduced other, more noticeable Egyptian elements (such as the obelisk currently visible in Rome 
in the Piazza del Popolo), testifying to the possibility of attaching multiple layers of interpretation 
to even simple decorative elements. On the Egyptian motifs in the House of Augustus and their 
meaning, see recently van Aerde 2015, esp. 68, with previous bibliography and a reappraisal of de Vos 
1991.
84 Suet. Aug. 72: Si quando quid secreto aut sine interpellatione agere proposuisset, erat illi locus in edito 
singularis, quem Syracusas et technyphion uocabat; “If ever he planned to do anything in private or 
without interruption, he had a retired place at the top of the house, which he called ‘Syracuse’ and 
‘technyphion.’” Carettoni 1983, 388-393; Tomei 2014b, 174-176.
85 Falzone 2010, 65, note 15, following Ehrahrdt 1988, 648.
86 Iacopi 2007, 29, 33; La Rocca 2008, 238.
87 On the use of expensive pigments in Rome, see Mols and Moormann 2008.
88 The palaces were mostly built after 25 BCE, while their ‘Roman style’ decorations have been ascribed 
to the period between 20-15 BCE by comparison with the Roman examples of the Villa of the 
Farnesina, Boscotrecase and other late Second-beginning of the Third Style decorations: Rozenberg 
2009, 262; Rozenberg 2013, passim. The same expensive pigments and colour palettes of the 
decorations in Rome are also attested in Herod’s palaces: Rozenberg 2013, 190-195. 
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commonly established Hellenistic designs (such as the Alexandrian Masonry Style).89 
Herod is a particularly meaningful case for his close relationship with Octavian and his 
circle. Having resided in Rome in the year 40 BCE, and having visited the city again in 18 
and 12 BCE, he must have been a guest in Octavian’s house, as well as in those of his inner 
circle, and a witness of the changes in ornamental fashion occurring at the time.90 It is 
thus plausible to think he actively chose to imitate the examples he had seen in Rome, 
contributing to the successful spreading of new, cosmopolitan designs originated in the 
Urbs.91 The copying of Roman designs in Herod’s residences, moreover, possibly expressed 
not only appreciation for the new style, but political support for the new Roman ruler with 
whom those decorations were closely associated.92 Rome ceased merely to imitate, and 
started to be imitated.93
6 |  Conclusions. Anchoring a new monarchical 
language to private spaces
To summarize, during the 30’s BCE Octavian created on the Palatine a residential 
compound which was in no way truly modest, and overtly featured Hellenistic decorative 
elements and motifs for those admitted to the inside.94 Anyone familiar with Hellenistic 
royal displays would have not failed to notice an allusion to if not a reproduction of 
Hellenistic palatial complexes, with the palace associated with a major temple as a means 
89 The technique in which the wall paintings were executed also suggests Roman influences, if not the 
work of a Roman workshop (additionally, the plaster layers contained marble dust, found primarily 
only in imperial houses in Italy); see Rozenberg 2009, 256-257. In Israel, where the Alexandrian 
Masonry Style was largely diffused, ‘Italian style’ decors circulated with local variations: Rozenberg 
2009; Rozenberg 2013. At the Villa of the Farnesina, ‘Egyptianising’ motifs can be seen on the walls of 
cubiculum (b): Mols and Moormann 2008, 21. 
90 Rozenberg 2013, 194.
91 Marcus Agrippa’s visit to Judea in 15 BCE might have prompted e.g. the redecoration of the palaces 
in the latest Roman fashion right before his arrival: Rozenberg 2013, 174. For an analysis of the wall 
paintings, dating to 20-15 BCE: Rozenberg 2009; Rozenberg 2013. On the confinement of Roman 
decorations to Herod’s palaces: Rozenberg 2018, 145. On Roman influence in the local production 
of architectural decors for King Herod’s palaces: Galinsky 2009, pp. 38-39; Lichtenberger 2009; 
Peleg-Barkat 2015, esp. p. 51. On Roman monumental tombs as models for Herod’s own mausoleum 
(the Herodion, or Herodium): Peleg-Barkat and Cachy 2015, esp. p. 335. More generally on Herod and 
Augustus, see the studies in the collected volume by Jacobson and Kokkinos 2009a. Wall paintings 
comparable to the examples in the Palatine dwellings are not limited to the Hellenistic world 
but spread equally in the Roman provinces, where the new decorative style spread parallel to the 
establishment of the new political regime. A particularly revealing example of this phenomenon can 
be seen in the decorations found in the area of the Gallia Cisalpina, subject of a recent publication by 
Oriolo and Verzár 2013. On the ‘booming’ of Augustan art in Northern Italy, see also Wallace-Hadrill 
2008, 433.
92 Rozenberg 2009, 262. 
93 It has been recently suggested that another allied king, Juba II of Mauretania, who spent his youth 
in Rome at Caesar’s court, might have taken inspiration from the ideological innovations of 
Augustan architecture on the Palatine for his palace at Lixus. There, sections of the royal residence, 
built around 20-10 BCE, appear to have been purposefully connected to a pre-existing Republican 
sanctuary, see Mar and Aranegui 2016, esp. 347-351.
94 On Augustus being selective of his guests, see Suet. Aug. 74.
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of legitimization for the ruler. I would argue, therefore, that the house must have already 
been conceived, in the 30’s BCE, as a palace:95 if the Temple of Apollo was conceived as a 
Hellenistic temple for the tutelary deity, as it will progressively become clear throughout 
the years of Octavian’s rule, with all that Octavian himself had done to coat it with 
Republican associations it could not have been recognized as such without the house. 
Should the house have been truly ‘unpretentious’, the association may have also fallen 
through. At the same time, for the house to be recognized as part of a ‘palatial unit’ and not 
simply another luxurious house, it needed the temple. Each could not exist without the 
other. 
The proximity of the house to the Circus Maximus additionally validates this theory, as it 
was common practice, for Hellenistic kings, to associate their residences to recreational 
spaces, such as theatres, stadia, or, indeed, hippodromes.96 The same can be said for 
the decision to build house and temple on the Palatine hill, thus creating a replica of 
Hellenistic citadels, and for the construction of yet another Hellenistic royal building 
around the same time: the so-called Mausoleum of Augustus. According to Suetonius, 
the tomb, conceived with patent dynastic intents, was completed by 28 BCE, and works on 
it had probably already started in 31 BCE.97 When Ovid (Tristia 3.1.34) describes the house 
of Augustus as tecta digna deo, a house worthy of a god, in 8 CE, with the house forming 
a unit with both the Temple of Vesta and Apollo, the process of ‘Hellenization’ of both 
Octavian and his house appears finally completed. In the 30’s, however, the same ideology 
could not be overtly projected on the house yet, as Octavian was well aware of. Because 
he was presenting himself as the champion of tradition, he could never have explicitly 
publicized his house as a palace. While his political programme aimed at restraining, if 
not condemning, aristocratic self-glorification,98 he had to distance himself from the 
common late republican practice of building houses which could rival with the palaces 
of the Hellenistic reigns in a crescendo of bold statements, as it was the case for Cicero’s 
villa in the heart of Rome, Lucullus’ libraries, or Pompey’s house, built close to his theater, 
which in turn included a temple dedicated to the Roman general’s own tutelary deity, 
the Venus Victrix. Although Octavian did replicate features of Hellenistic palaces in the 
heart of Roma99, and on a larger scale even than it was ever done before, the reality of 
his residence was masked, purposefully, by appealing to a revival of earlier Republican 
traditions.
95 Meyboom 2005, 258, note 106, with previous references.
96 Nielsen 2016, 114. See also Meyboom 2005, 242, 258, with a discussion on how Octavian Augustus 
turned the Circus Maximus into yet another space connected to his tutelary deity Apollo.
97 Suetonius additionally states that the space around the Mausoleum had been made public from the 
very beginning: Suet. Aug. 100.8. The first burial, of Octavian’s nephew M. Claudius Marcellus, dates 
to 23 BCE: von Hesberg 1996.
98 La Rocca 1987, 356.
99 It has been suggested that that the philhellenic kings of Syracuse in Sicily might have been the bridge 
connecting Italy and the Hellenistic world, for instance for what concerned the exchange of wall 
decorations: La Torre 2011, 255.
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Before I conclude, I would like to return briefly to the new imperial residence of Emperor 
Meiji in Tokyo, the year 1873. There, beyond the ‘traditional’ wooden façade, the rooms 
showed a mixture of Japanese and Western design: “Japanese in conception, but not 
without features imported from the West”, according to a British reporter of the time.100 
The choice of mixing traditional Japanese design with Western elements was made 
consciously by the Emperor and his entourage, and, while the innovation started in the 
palace, it would eventually influence all of Japan and all classes in the years to come, 
coming to a full bloom during the 1920’-40’s.101 The process of ‘Westernization’ was thus 
taken up slowly, and the reason lied partially in the necessity of overcoming a strong 
dualism between Japanese and Western elements, one viewed as the traditional system to 
follow, the other as the innovative one to consider with caution. This difficulty was aptly 
summarized by the architect Moriya Nobuo with the words: “Unfamiliarity and novelty 
breed dislike. Craftwork for the Japanese must have been designed for the taste of the 
Japanese”.102 Moriya found a loophole in the system by transforming ‘modern’ Western 
decorations into local, alternative products. Thus, the national leap towards a modern 
state, one able to compete with the Western Super Powers, could only be made acceptable 
by anchoring it to a shared, traditional past. The deliberate design choices made in the 
residence of the emperor reflected such a struggle, and through their spreading, interior 
decoration contributed to bringing the ideology of the emperor into the daily life of his 
subjects.
In Rome, Octavian was faced with a similar challenge: turn the Republic into a political 
power able to compete with the Hellenistic powers of the Mediterranean. His building 
policies in Rome can thus be analyzed with a double audience in mind: one formed by his 
fellow Roman citizens, in front of whom he had to justify seizing individual power, and 
one constituted by the citizens (and rulers) of the Hellenistic reigns, whom he could only 
impress by placing himself on the same level. For the Republican audience, Octavian and 
his circle crafted that program of revival of the ancient mores to anchor the new regime, 
which in terms of building policies entailed a combination of private sobriety and public 
munificence. The symbolic creation of a ‘Republican’ domus publica on the Palatine had 
this public in mind. For the Hellenistic audience, on the contrary, for whom “earlier 
Republican commemorations were irrelevant”, 103 Octavian worked on the creation of a 
Hellenistic city. An essential step towards this goal (to turn a city of brick into a city of 
marble)104 was to provide his house with recognizable features derived from Hellenistic 
palatial architecture and decoration. 
100 Japan Weekly Mail, 6 February 1889, as cited in Fujitani (1996) 77. In a colorful print dating to December 
1888, the Emperor and his wife are depicted relaxing inside a classically Japanese pavilion, within the 
walls of the New Palace: the imperial couple display clothes in accordance with Western fashion and 
are sitting on Western chairs (Maple Leaves at the New Palace, artist unknown, illustration published 
on December 20, 1888, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, inv. no. 2000.237 a – c). 
101 On the introduction of Western interior design to Japan, see McNeil 1992; Teasley (2003). 
102 Moriya 1927, 4. As cited in Teasley 2003, 64.
103 Galinsky and Lapatin 2015, 5.
104 Dio 56.30.
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Bearing these two audiences in mind, an interesting phenomenon can additionally be 
noticed: the inversion of the partition, typical of Hellenistic royal residences, between a 
luxurious public sector, the basilea, and a more ‘modest’ private wing, the oikos, where 
the king and his family would have actually resided.105 In the case of Octavian’s residence, 
however, the less pretentious part of the house was more likely the one presented to the 
public, while it was in its more private recesses that the house bore more prominently the 
signs of luxury, influenced by models sought beyond the borders of Rome. By balancing 
traditional and innovative systems of decorations, Octavian was elevating Rome to a 
more ‘international’ level. His house, although ideologically traditional from the outside, 
became increasingly innovative on the inside, where Roman and Hellenistic elements 
were inter-mixed, and Hellenistic art was ‘localized’ to serve the purposes of a new style 
that was Roman in its concept. In the first period of Octavian’s rule we therefore assist 
to the creation of two parallel political programmes, one overtly ‘Republican’, the other 
privately ‘monarchical’, which are reflected in the housing choices he carried out. When 
the two programmes will eventually converge into a “single, unified vision of the new 
regime”106 and “one dominant memory”107 by the end of the first century BCE, the house 
will also ultimately become a palace for both audiences.
105 I will refer here once again to Herod’s palaces in Judea, and the Third Palace of Jericho in particular, 
where the most innovative decorations (bearing a stronger similarity with the decorations from the 
Villa of the Farnesina and Boscotrecase) were displayed in the most prominent rooms, while simpler 
designs derived from Second Style patterns were used in the less central rooms. See Rozenberg 2009, 
esp. 252-254; Rozenberg 2013, 195.
106 Heslin 2015, 245.
107 Fujitani 1996, 11: “Japan’s governing elites invented, revived, manipulated, and encouraged national 
rituals (…) Through rites the rulers hoped to bring this territory, which had been segmented (…) under 
one ruler, one legitimating sacred order, and one dominant memory.”
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FIGURE 10  House of 
Augustus, Room of the 
Masks, detail of the 
baetylus © Courtesy of 
Ministero dei beni culturali 
– Soprintendenza Speciale 
per il Colosseo, il Museo 
Nazionale Romano e l’Area 
archeologica di Roma.  
Photo by the author.
FIGURE 11  House of Livia, 
Room of Polyphemus © 
Courtesy of Ministero 
dei beni culturali – 
Soprintendenza Speciale 
per il Colosseo, il Museo 
Nazionale Romano e l’Area 
archeologica di Roma.  
Photo by the author.
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FIGURE 12  House of Augustus, Library © C. Raddato CC BY-SA.
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FIGURE 13  Plan of the House of Augustus, first period, lower terrace (before 36 
BCE). In yellow, the northern area with the Room of the Masks. In blue, the area 
with the ‘studiolo’ and the new decorative program (as added by the author) © 
Iacopi 2007, 11..
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FIGURE 14  House of Augustus, cubiculum on the upper level © Iacopi 2007, 38. 
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FIGURE 15  Aula Isiaca, detail 
of the vaulted ceiling © 
Iacopi 1997, 28.
FIGURE 16  Floral pattern 
from Herod's Third Palace at 
Jericho 
© Courtesy of the Jericho 
and Cyprus expedition, 
The Hebrew Museum of 
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In the year 1720, a group of underground rooms was discovered in the area of the Horti 
Farnesiani, on the southern edge of the Palatine Hill in Rome. Their discoverer, Francesco 
Bianchini, described it as a lavish bath-complex and assigned it to the ‘Palazzo de’ 
Cesari’, the imperial palace.1 Fancifully labelled as ‘Baths of Livia’ by a French traveler 
soon afterwards, the ‘baths’ were first linked to Nero’s Domus Transitoria by Platner and 
Ashby in 1929, almost a decade after their rediscovery and complete exposure (fig. 7, see 
page 44).2 Further studies confirmed Platner’ and Ashby’s proposed dating on the basis 
of stratigraphy and the analysis of structural elements, while additional validation of its 
Neronian dating came from the study of the decorative elements in the nymphaeum.3 
Starting from this assumption, with the present paper I wish to expand on past scholarly 
interpretations of the nymphaeum to put it in the larger context of Neronian art and 
architecture. This will be done by investigating its models and by analyzing the reception 
and circulation of its most innovative elements. I will start by focusing on the nymphaeum 
and its standing within Neronian achievements in domestic architecture by assessing 
its position and its role in the development of a specific category, so-called nymphaea ‘a 
pianta complessa’, and its function as a revised version of the popular Roman banqueting 
‘grotto’. Next, the surviving painted decorations will be discussed with a special focus 
on the reception of their iconographic content. Final aim is to discuss the role of the 
innovations in the imperial dwelling in influencing what was ‘in-style’ at the time of 
Nero’s principate, and how their circulation may testify of the successful assimilation 
of imperial ideology, even when its message may have ultimately been diluted, lost or 
modified throughout the process of imitation.
2 | The nymphaeum in context. Concept and design.
The subterranean complex was accessible by way of two converging sets of stairs (S and 
S’ on the plan) and consisted in two semi-symmetrical groups of rooms (A1-A6) flanking 
1 Bianchini 1738, 244, 292 (“Bagni della Casa di Tiberio”). As in Bastet 1971; de Vos 1990; de Vos 1995; 
Miranda 2000, esp. 109-116. 
2 Lalande 1769, IV, 288; Platner & Ashby 1929, 194-195. The new excavations date to Giacomo Boni’s 
campaigns on the Palatine over the years 1912-1914. Boni only left one short publication (Boni 1913); 
his excavation journals are however included in Carettoni 1949, with plans and drawings by Boni’s 
assistant, P. Picca, and the architects Ciacchi and Caraffa. As the term ‘Domus Transitoria’ and its 
meaning are still debated (see Beste 2011; Perrin and Royo 2009, 51), to avoid confusion the expression 
‘Nero’s first residence’ is here preferred.
3 On the stratigraphy and subsequent building phases: Carettoni 1949, 66-70, 77; Cassatella 1986, 
535-539; Cassatella 1990b, 166; de Vos 1995, 201-202; Tomei 2011a, 123-135. The orientation of the 
nymphaeum is in line with all the known pre- and post-fire phases of Neronian buildings on the 
Palatine, such as those of the Domus Tiberiana (period II, phases II.1-2) and a group of structures 
underneath the Aula Regia: Tomei 1996, 186-189; Krause 2004, 49-51; Knell 2004, 116-117. On the 
Neronian character of the nymphaeum mural decorations, most recently: Allroggen-Bedel 2004; 
Bragantini 2011, 190-193; Bragantini 2014, 338.
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an open-courtyard, visible from above and occupied on the north wall by a stage-like 
fountain (N) and at the center by a marble pavilion (P) for the guests to recline under (fig. 
17; see page 129).4 
The first, peculiar element to characterize the nymphaeum, upon arrival, would have been 
its immersion in the natural environment provided by the above-ground porticus with 
fountains and water games (most likely accompanied by green areas, as it was the norm) 
and the ‘silva in area Apollinis’, mentioned by Solinus, to which the complex may have been 
integrated, located as it was at a distance of only 40 m from the Augustan Temple of Apollo.5 
The natural element, inherent to the architecture, as in all Neronian buildings (pars domus 
est arbor quae in domo est), is employed here to create a natural frame to the courtyard and 
its architectonic elements (the fountain and the pavilion) visible from above.6 We see this 
use of nature as staged setting reiterated in other Neronian structures, such as the coenatio 
rotunda, recently discovered in the area of the Vigna Barberini, that was conceived as a 
rotating set, with the stagnum below and the gardens at its back utilized as a dynamic, ever-
changing scenography; or again the terraced gardens in Nero’s suburban villa at Subiaco, 
the closest example to the emperor’s urban residence, with its separate blocks, artificial 
lake and impressive scenic arrangements.7 In the nymphaeum, the fountain in the main 
courtyard – shaped as a scaenae frons, with pulpitum and parodoi, and reminiscent of Julio-
Claudian theaters – provided an additional element to the ‘theatrical’ essence typical of 
Neronian architecture (fig. 18).8 In the nymphaeum setting, guests would therefore have 
found themselves acting both as audience and stage performer. While in the garden areas 
4 The room classification follows Carettoni 1949, 49. The stairways were covered by two vaulted 
ceilings decorated with stucco: Carettoni 1949, 53-53; Bastet 1971, 167; Mielsch 1975, K 31 (b). In his 
excavation journals, G. Boni recorded that the steps, made of white marble blocks, showed no sign of 
wear, as if used for a limited period of time (Carettoni 1949, 77). He also maintained to have observed 
traces of fire on artifacts found in the stairways and fountain, but this claim should be treated 
carefully (Carettoni 1949, 53, 77; de Vos 1995, 201;). An absence thereof, in any case, does not constitute 
proof against a Neronian dating, as traces of fire are also minimal, for instance in the domus 
preceding the erection of the coenatio rotunda in the Vigna Barberini: as confirmed by F. Villedieu in a 
private conversation; see also Morel and Villedieu 2002, 92; Tomei 2011b, 30. More generally, artifacts 
found in the nymphaeum are inconclusive for dating, due to their contamination with material from 
the Flavian palace. For a tentative catalogue, I refer to Marella Vianello 1947.
5 Sol. Mir. 1.17. See Tomei 1992, 921. It remains debated whether the vestiges of a porticus under the level 
of the Domus Flavia western nymphaeum are actually to be connected to the nymphaeum: Carettoni 
1949, 54; Bastet 1971, 172; Tomei 2011a, 126, 128. 
6 Sen. exc. contr. 5.5. As cited in Grimal 1990, 269.
7 On the discovery of Svetonius’ coenatio (Nero 31.2): Villedieu 2011a and 2011b. On the pre-64 CE 
remains of a domus with garden peristyle in the same area, possibly part of Nero’s first residence: 
Morel and Villedieu 2002, 84-96; Tomei 2011b, 30. On Nero’s villa at Subiaco as antecedent for the 
Domus Aurea: Mari 2015. 
8 On the original pulpitum and its reconstruction by G. Boni: Carettoni 1949, 52; Bastet 1971, fig. 4; 
Miranda 2000, figs. 73, 100-105. On the similarity between the fountain and the façades of Julio-
Claudia theaters thanks to the presence of an inner semi-circular exedra (valva regia) and two 
rectangular-shaped niches at the sides (valvae hospitales): Manderscheid 2004, 76. The pulpitum, with 
niches and small marble columns, and a height of 130 cm, follows Vitruvius’ recommendations for 
Roman theaters (De arch. 5.6.6).
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above-ground, they would have looked at the theater-fountain from a distance through 
the open-air ceiling of the courtyard, experiencing it for what is was meant to look like – 
a theater. Upon entering the nymphaeum through the parodoi-like stairs, however, they 
would have become part of the scene, not simply observing it but also acting in it. The 
space of the fountain itself may have served, although this cannot be proved, as an actual 
proscaenium for theatrical performances, such as those taking place in another, peculiar 
Neronian creation: the theater-nymphaeum at Baiae.9 
The same idea of pervasive ‘immersiveness’ was echoed in a type of domestic decoration 
particularly favored during the Neronian age: the stage-like or ‘theatrical’ architectures 
of Fourth Style wall paintings. Inspired by Second Style models, Neronian artists did not 
follow them blindly; instead, they added a crucial innovation: the human figure.10 Men and 
women are now scattered around the architecture, still as if they had frozen on stage, and 
gazing toward the bystanders in the physical space of the room, thus transforming the static, 
illusionistic architectures of the previous century in an all-round, pervasive decoration, 
animated by both the fictional characters on the walls and the real spectators in the room.11 As 
with the nymphaeum theater-fountain, the aim of these characteristic Neronian decorations 
(amply documented in the Oppian pavilion of the Domus Aurea) was to create ‘immersive 
experiences’ that turned the viewer into an ‘actor’, and merged fiction with reality.
2.1 | Neronian nymphaea and the evolution of the grotto
A unique antecedent to this concept would have been the subterranean triclinium in 
the Villa of Livia at Prima Porta, with its painted garden below-ground continuing the 
impressions left on guests by the real garden above.12 The pervasive, fictional mimesis 
with nature of the Prima Porta triclinium and the Julio-Claudian grotto-like nymphaea 
is however discarded in early Neronian examples in favor of a ‘rationalization’ of the 
Augustan model, with the religious and ceremonial aspects of the Hellenistic cave 
only vaguely retained in the subterranean dimension of those ‘sunken summer grottoes’ 
mentioned by Seneca as examples of the excessive luxury of his contemporaries.13 The 
focus is now shifted to the display of more complex, experimental architectonic plans.14
9 Miniero 2000, 35-36. In the only other nymphaeum known to us with a pulpitum-like façade, the stage 
is purely decorative (House with Nymphaeum, Pompeii, VIII 2, 28, Neronian age: Neuerburg 1965, 
100, 131 no. 35; PPM 1998, 226-240, fig. 1-26). Although theatrical façades will later become an inherent 
part of public displays, such as the Flavian monumental fountains (with the Neronian ‘nymphaeum 
row’, in the substructures of the Temple of the deified Claudius, as forerunner), the Palatine example 
testifies of an early adoption of this design in a private dwelling: Longfellow 2011, 28-32.
10 Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 91-92, as generic references to the Dionysiac world. Clarke 1991, 69-72; 
Lorenz 2013, 370, as references to the theater. A closer connection between mural paintings and 
Nero’s theatrical interests, although disputable, is drawn in Picard 1982 and Clarke 1997. On Nero as 
performer: Edwards 1994, esp. 83; Fantham 2013.
11 Lorenz 2013, 368-378. 
12 As expressed by Zarmakoupi 2008, 273.
13 Sen. dial. 12.9.2: (…) depressius aestivos specus. 
14 The Hellenistic grotto type, set in natural caves or decorated with false encrustations and seashells, 
leaves space to nymphaea ad esedra, a camera, ad edicola, a facciata that only vaguely retain a 
connection with the original model: Lavagne 1988, 18; Bressan 2003, 272-273, 282.
104 CHAPTER 2
This is particularly true for a group of nymphaea located entirely in Rome and dated to 
the mid-first century CE, that share with the Palatine complex the same, innovative 
‘composite’ plan, with a central court used as main banqueting space and symmetrical side 
rooms functioning as additional reception areas.15 The group included the nymphaeum 
from a house in Via Amba Aradam, on the Caelian Hill; the nymphaeum from the house 
underneath the Pio Istituto Rivaldi, at the foot of the Velian Hill, and two more examples 
from Nero’s properties in the heart of Rome: the so-called nymphaeum ‘sotto il parco 
di Traiano’ on the Oppian Hill, and the nymphaeum (124) in the Oppian pavilion of the 
Domus Aurea (fig. 19).16 These examples share with the Palatine complex not only the 
articulated design plan of the rooms, but also the same water staircases and niches on the 
walls, and the dramatic views from room to room obtained with a careful arrangement of 
the orthogonal axes. 
In the nymphaeum, guests reclining under the shelter of the covered pavilion would have 
found themselves at the crossing of a series of visual axis directed towards the valva regia 
(the central niche) in the theater-fountain and the niches with ‘water staircases’ in room 
A3 and A4.17 From this privileged position, the two rooms A3 and A4, the largest of the set, 
presented a symmetrical prospect, a condition otherwise not matched by their interior 
arrangement, with the overall plan and dimensions of rooms A1-A3 differing slightly 
from that of A4-A6 (fig. 20). This disparity may have been the result, in my opinion, of the 
enlargement, if not repurposing, of a preceding structure, a circumstance that would help 
explaining the discovery of an architrave with inscription TI CLAVD.18 A Claudian phase for 
the complex would be in line with the recent reassessment of the impact of this emperor’s 
interventions on the development of a unitarian dwelling on the Palatine, nonetheless I 
would not go as far as to date the entire complex to Claudius’ reign, as suggested instead 
by some scholars (Strocka 1984).19 The similarities between the Palatine complex and 
contemporary ‘complex’ nymphaea, as we have seen, are undeniable and suggest the 
existence of a shared model and a ‘circle of fruition’ (Bressan 2003) involving a specific 
urban patronage in the same area and at the same time.20 A characteristic of the renewal of 
15 The category is listed as nymphaea a pianta complessa in Bressan 2003, 245-253.
16 Bressan 2003, 253-254, 284. On the nymphaeum in Via Amba Aradam, in which only the third century 
CE decoration survives: De Rossi 1968; Letzner 1990, 336, pl. 48. On the nymphaeum at the Pio Istituto 
Rivaldi: Pisani Sartorio 1983, 147-168; Förtsch 1993, 110. On the nymphaeum under Trajan’s Park (of 
less certain date): Neuerburg 1965, 202-203; Bizzarri Vivarelli 1976, 719-757; Coarelli 2001, 227. For the 
nymphaeum (124) in the Oppian pavilion: Segala and Sciortino 1999, 90-91; Meyboom and Moormann 
2013, 233.
17 de Vos 1995, 200; Bressan 2003, 253. On the proliferation of niches and water staircases during Nero’s 
reign: Neuerburg 1965, 100. This type of decoration is repeated in the nymphaea at Subiaco and in the 
Oppian pavilion: Tomei 1984, 250, 252-253; Segala and Sciortino 1999, 90-91; Meyboom and Moormann 
2013, 233 (room 124). 
18 Bastet 1971, 169 (terminus post quem) ; de Vos 1995, 201.
19 On Claudius’ constructions on the Palatine: Tomei and Filetici 2011, 118-122. Also, Krause 1995, 195; 
Coarelli 2012, 463-464. On a Claudian dating for the nymphaeum and its decorations: Strocka 1984, 38, 
after Lugli 1946, 506-509.
20 Bressan 2003, 255; Ghedini 2003, 590.
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sophisticated Augustan trends in the Neronian period, nymphaea will significantly start 
spreading in the lower-status houses around the Bay of Naples only after 62 CE, replicating 
on a smaller scale the larger innovations of the city.21
3 |  Inside the nymphaeum. The ornamental apparatus 
of the walls.
Innovations in the nymphaeum extended to the decoration as a whole. Nero’s 
nymphaeum revolutionized previous examples by setting aside the garden paintings 
and grotto-like encrustations of Augustan nymphaea for a more refined, intellectualistic 
ornamentation.22 
Marble appears in Nero’s building as the main decorative element, one of the first 
instances of this booming Neronian trend: the floors displayed a magnificent opus sectile 
and marble slabs (already removed in antiquity), with inlaid marble figurines (tarsiae), 
adorned the surface of the walls up to the springers of the vaults.23 Only the springers 
and the vaults themselves still retained a painted decoration, in line with that process 
of devaluation of wall paintings, in favor of more prestigious materials, that is typical of 
Neronian buildings, as testified in the Oppian pavilion of the Domus Aurea, and that will 
become the norm from the Neronian age onwards.24 
Despite its ‘confinement’ to the upper zones of the walls and its general poor state of 
preservation, the painted decoration, superbly executed and abundant in iconographic 
details, holds a major significance in ideological and artistic terms.25 The remains of 
21 On the limited geographical circulation (Latium and Campania) of domestic artificial grottoes and 
their dating: Lavagne 1988, 21-22; Borghi 1997, 35-50; Bressan 2003, 290-291; Ghedini 2003, 569, 592. 
In the House of the Centenary (Pompeii, IX 8, 6), the room plan of an exedra-nymphaeum may be 
compared to that of the nymphaeum under the Pio Istituto Rivaldi: Anguissola 2010, 233, 481, note 440. 
22 The Augustan ‘grotto motif’ will however prove the favorite in the Vesuvian cities, from there circling 
back to Rome and high commissioning. See, for instance, rooms 44-45 in the Domus Aurea, of 
Othonian dating according to Ball 2003, 182, following Lavagne 1988, 581-582.
23 On the wall marble slabs: Carettoni 1949, 57, fig. 10; Bastet 1971, 168. On the opus sectile: de Vos 
1995, 201; Tomei 2011a, 126, fig. 11a. For an in-depth study of the wall interrasilia: Dohrn 1965. Also, 
Carettoni 1949, 52-53; de Vos 1995, 200; Tomei 1997, 72-73, nos. 46-47; Gasparri and Tomei 2014. On 
marble revetments on the walls as a specifically Neronian decoration: Bragantini 2011, 193-196; Tomei 
2011a, 129; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 74-76 (with reference to the two authors’ previous studies 
on the subject).
24 Bragantini 2011, 201. On the different value of marble revetments, adopted in the more prestigious 
rooms, and painted decorations in the Oppian pavilion, most recently: Meyboom and Moormann 
2013, 71-73. 
25 The majority of the decoration in rooms A1-A3, brought to light in the eighteenth century, was 
detached to be included in the Farnese antiquity collection (now in Naples); only a few pieces remain 
in situ: de Vos 1990. Rooms A4-A6, discovered in 1912-1914, were severely damaged in antiquity by the 
erection of the massive substructures for the subsequent building phase. Nothing remains of the 
original decoration in room A6, and only limited portions of the decoration in rooms A4 and A5 still 
survive: Bastet 1972, 61.
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the decoration in west rooms A4-A6, and part of the mirroring decoration still in situ in 
room A3, show a unique, over-refined red-on-white ‘embroidery’ pattern, often linked 
in scholarly literature, for its high standard, to the painter Famullus, or Fabullus, whom 
Pliny the Elder says had ‘incarcerated’ his art within the walls of Nero’s Domus Aurea (N.H. 
35.120).26 The pattern lacks an exact comparison even from the Oppian pavilion, but the 
colors (red on white background) and the ‘embroidery’ style are characteristic of Nero’s 
buildings first and later spread as a general trend of Fourth Style decorations.27 Other 
stylistic elements support the Neronian dating: in room A2 and A5, the ceiling (still partly 
in situ) displayed an all-over pattern of gilded flowers on a white ground, with the flowers 
forming a grid of lozenges inset with flying figurines of Maenads, Satyrs, and Erotes, a 
peculiar typology (known as ‘tapetenmuster’ or ‘wallpaper pattern’) of later Fourth Style 
decorations (fig. 21).28 The closest parallel is found in one of the ceiling partitions of the 
Domus Aurea, cryptoporticus (92), the only other example executed, in painting, on a 
vaulted ceiling – this type of decoration is otherwise usually documented in relation to 
stucco ceilings or painted side walls, the most famous being the wall in a diaeta from Villa 
Arianna at Stabiae, all later than 62 CE (fig. 22).29 Similarly to what we have seen earlier, the 
two examples from the nymphaeum and the Oppian pavilion form once again a coherent 
grouping, that is not only close in time and space but also seems to be anticipating 
solutions that are found only later in Pompeii and the other Roman provinces.30 
3.1 | Trojan and Dionysiac representations from Augustus to Nero
Another group of decorations from the nymphaeum is even more significative and, again, 
tightly connected to similar representations in the Domus Aurea first and Pompeii later: 
the Trojan and Dionysiac cycles of rooms A2, A4, and A5. 
As recorded by Vitruvius, who deemed them as the most appropriate theme for painted 
friezes, Trojan cycles had made their appearance in Rome during the period of the Second 
Style: even though ‘continuous friezes’ are in truth lacking from our documentation, 
26 On the decoration in room A3: Bastet 1971, 160; Tomei 2011a, 131, fig. 17. For a discussion of Famullus 
in the Domus Transitoria, see De Vos 1990, 182; in the Domus Aurea, Meyboom 1995; Meyboom and 
Moormann 2013, 61-62.
27 Ling 1991, 83-84.
28 Allroggen-Bedel 1977, 47 (Tapetenmuster); Barbet 1985, 215 (type 1: a réseau); Ling 1991, 84 (wallpaper 
pattern). For the ceilings in rooms A2 and A5: Bastet 1972, 71; Allroggen-Bedel 1973; de Vos 1990, 176, fig. 
11; Miranda 2000, 223; Tomei 2011a, 129.
29 For the example in the Domus Aurea, cryptoporticus (92): Dacos 1969, 30-33, fig. 23, 29-37; Ling 1991, 
92-94; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 218-210, fig. 92.13. On stucco ceilings: Ling 1977, 45-47 (F), pl. 
XV-XVI (on the so-called Temple of Venus at Baiae and the Roman Baths in Bolsena). On side walls, 
the peculiar ‘wallpaper pattern’ is documented in Stabiae, Villa Arianna, diaeta (9): Allroggen-Bedel 
2004, 164. Also, on a lost specimen from Pompeii, House IX 2, 10, reproduced in Cerillo 1888, pl. 1; PPM 
VIII, 1998, 1101, fig. 12.
30 For an analysis of the relevance of the Palatine nymphaeum in the initial development of the Fourth 
Style, see Allroggen-Bedel 2004 and Bragantini 2014, 338-339, with Neronian dating; additionally, 
Strocka 1984, Strocka 1984 and Archer 1990, esp. 113, note 47, with the execution assigned to the age of 
Claudius.
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a series of tabulae with Iliadic scenes, forming a continuous narration, survive in the 
House of the Cryptoporticus in Pompei.31 Scenes inspired by the Homeric texts will go 
on to animate the central pinakes of the Third Style but only with the Fourth, around 
Nero’s time, the continuous frieze will be given prominence as the main ornament for the 
central and upper zones in those walls that are now entirely covered in marble, be it real 
marble (as in Nero’s buildings) or only painted (as in Pompeian examples). The scheme, 
while derived from Hellenistic, ‘Masonry Style’ prototypes, introduces the innovation 
of the figural and narrative component, usually absent from Greek prototypes.32 In the 
nymphaeum, room A4 displayed a series of lunettes and tabulae with Trojan episodes, 
inserted in the decoration of the vault: now difficult to read, they possibly revolved around 
the figures of Achilles and Patroclus.33 In room A5, a fragment of painting preserved in situ 
exhibits a scene from an Amazonomachy which may have been part of a continuous frieze, 
thus mirroring the one in the symmetrical room A2 (see further below).34 In the Oppian 
pavilion, a comparable scheme – side walls covered in marble slabs up to the springer of 
the alcove and the alcove itself occupied by a continuous frieze (unfortunately lost) – is to 
be found in the room of the Golden Vault (80).35 Even though this particular frieze staged 
a Dionysiac ceremony, Trojan scenes are attested throughout the pavilion, as in the room 
with the painting of Achilles on Skyros (often assigned to Famullus), displaying a similar 
style to the nymphaeum paintings.36 
In Pompeii, two exceptional Fourth Style specimens of continuous friezes with Iliaká 
are preserved in the House of the Iliac Shrine and the House of D. Octavius Quartio, both 
31 Vitr. De Arch. 7.5.2. The cycle, in cryptoporticus (17), dating to ca. 40 BCE, consisted in eighty-six 
scenes, 34-cm high, of which only twenty-five survive today: Aurigemma 1953, 903-970; PPM I, 1990, 
194, 201-202; Santoro 2005, 106-108. We may also want to consider as example of a continuous frieze a 
13-cm high Third Style frieze from the House of T. Dentatus Panthera (Pompeii, IX 2, 16, cubiculum (b), 
with mythological scenes (yet to be fully interpreted) on a red background: PPM IX, 1999, 1-2, 5-12. 
32 On the Fourth Style revival, see Clarke 1991, 207. In the Hellenistic examples (mainly, from the 
houses in Delos), the frieze was located at eye level, over the (painted) marble orthostates; standard 
decorations included geometric and vegetal motif; figural friezes were unusual, thus possibly more 
prestigious: Westgate 2000, 397-400.
33 Rome, Antiquarium Palatino, inv. nos. 381404 (vault); 381405 (lunette, left corner); 381406 (lunette, 
right corner). For a (tentative) interpretation, see Bastet 1972, 61-87. Additionally, Bulas 1950; Andreae 
1966. 
34 For the interpretation of the scene as a battle between Amazons and Greeks, possible derived from the 
Aethiopis, see de Vos 1990, 180-181. Additionally, Bastet 1972, 69-73, esp. fig. 9; Tomei 2011a, 126.
35 The frieze consisted of 1 m-tall figures on a red background, as in Hellenistic examples and Roman 
megalographiae (see for instance the decoration in the Villa of the Mysteries). It is preserved only 
through a 1538 watercolour by Francisco de Hollanda (Madrid, Escorial, Codex Escurialensis 28-1-20, f. 
13-14; see Meyboom 1995, 327, pl. 5; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 205-208, figs. 80.14-16. A similar 
decoration is also present in room (29), ‘of the vault of the owls’: Peters and Meyboom 1993, 59; Segala 
and Sciortino 1999, 30-31; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 156-157. Considering the poor state of 
preservation of these examples, the question remains open whether more decorations of this type 
would have been present in the pavilion; see Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 71.
36 Meyboom 1995, 237-238.
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located in the central Via dell’Abbondanza.37 The two examples are closely connected – 
stylistically and iconographically – not only with one another, but also with the tabulae 
in the House of the Cryptoporticus, adjacent to the House of the Iliac Shrine and possibly 
part of the same dwelling at some stage before 62 CE. The three form a group of ‘miniature 
cycles’ (Heslin 2014) to which the Palatine example is also tightly related, as demonstrated 
by the repetition, among the four, of the same, peculiar iconographies, and the adoption of 
the innovative continuous figural frieze in the Neronian specimens.38 The figures painted 
in the left lunette of room A4 form an excellent example of this cross-fertilization: the 
peculiar rear view of Patroclus and his horse is repeated exactly in a painted panel from 
the Domus Aurea, and was already present in a scene with Penthesilea from the House of 
the Cryptoporticus, while the hero to the left, only visible in archival photographs, mirrors 
the pose and the leading role of the Hermes in the House of the Iliac Shrine (figs. 23, 24).39 
To summarize, the Palatine paintings, together with the two Fourth Style specimens in 
Pompeii, appear as a revival of an Augustan motif – the Trojan war – that is now turned into 
a Neronian trend with the introduction of some distinctive innovations. The transition 
from Vitruvius’ Troianae pugnae to Petronius’ Iliadic and Odyssean ‘picturas in medio’ is 
achieved through the implementation of the continuous frieze and the introduction of 
refined, rare iconographies (such as the hero sitting on a shield in room A4) that cannot 
always be connected to the canonical Homeric texts. Instead, they may have been referring 
to those literary scripts on the Trojan war and first-ever translations of Homeric epos that 
flourished during Nero’s reign under the impulse and creativity of the emperor and his 
closest circle, affecting not only the literary but also the artistic production of the time.40
37 Pompeii, House of the Iliac Shrine (I 6, 4), room of the Iliac shrine (e): the 20-cm high frieze is made 
of overpainted white stucco figurines on a light-blue background, and it shows five episodes from 
Hectors’ deeds: Aurigemma 1953, 869-901; Papini 2009, 106-107. Pompeii, House of D. Octavius Quartio 
(II 2, 2), oecus (H): the frieze consists of fourteen episodes from the Iliad, or similar text: Aurigemma 
1953, 971-1008; PPM III, 1991, 82-98; Papini 2009, 107-108. Both houses are dated to the years 60-70’s CE. 
A Fourth Style frieze with a sequence of Amazonomachy scenes was retrieved (but subsequently lost) 
from the House of Siricus (VII 1, 24-47): PPM VI, 1996, 336-338, no. 203. The term Iliaká comes from a first 
century CE papyrus which listed them as the most appropriate ornament for xista: Papini 2009, 102.
38 Heslin 2015, 154. The appearance of continuous friezes in the age of Nero was strictly connected to the 
parallel spreading of new forms of vaulted ceilings in domestic setting: Wulf-Rheidt 2012c. 
39 Pompeii, House of the Iliac Shrine (I 6, 4), Iliac shrine (e), wall E, N side: PPM I, 1990, 302, fig. 38. Both 
the horse in the nymphaeum and in the House of the Cryptoporticus display the same, unusual 
detail of the saddle: Bastet 1972, 62-77, with an additional reference to the panel in the Domus Aurea, 
now only preserved in a drawing by N. Ponce. On the possible origin of these iconographies, see the 
discussion of Hellenistic models for the Tabulae Iliacae in Bulas 1950, 124-125; Bianchi Bandinelli 
1955; Brilliant 1984, 54-55. On the Greek masterpieces, such as the paintings with Trojan scenes by the 
third-century Athenian painter Theorus, on display in the Porticus Philippi (29 BCE, as in Plin., Nat. 
Hist., 35.144), see Heslin 2015, esp. 242-245.
40 For the Trojan paintings in Trimalchio’s house: Petr. Sat. 29.9. To the Neronian age are dated the first 
known Latin translations of the Homeric poems, such as the Ilias Latina and Labeo’s translations 
(Schol. vet. in Pers., 1.10.2). Petronius mocks these translations in his work (Sat. 48.7; 52.2; 59.3). 
Significantly, inscriptions from the frieze in the House of D. Octavius Quartio are in Latin instead 
of the usual Greek: Croisille 1982, 634; Santoro 2005, 99-100. Nero himself composed a poem called 
Troica (Luc. 3.261); Lucan, an Ilìacon; Seneca, two Trojan tragedies, the Agamennon and Troades: de Vos 
1990, 178; Champlin 2005, 107; Papini 2009, 108; also, Tomei 2011a, 124, 126.
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A revival of an Augustan motif occurs as well in the continuous frieze of room 2, of which 
only two fragments are now preserved at the Archaeological Museum of Naples (figs. 
25, 26).41 The frieze displayed a Dionysiac procession, meant as a symbol of the newly 
reinstated Golden Age and a clear reference to Augustus’ exploitation of the same theme 
to celebrate his rule – the same way he had used Trojan motifs to strengthen his dynastic 
claims.42 As with the Trojan imagery, however, the Augustan motif is reinterpreted at 
Nero’s time to serve the purposes of the new ruler: new iconographies are introduced and 
new ‘model anchors’ are sought after, such as the procession of Ptolemy II Philadelphos in 
Alexandria, as already determined by Mariette de Vos in her studies relating to the frieze.43 
As in the Alexandrinian pompé, the Dionysiac world is associated in the frieze with the 
personifications of the Seasons (figs. 25-26, nos. 6-7; 18-19) and, possibly, with the figure 
of Aion Ploutonios – the Roman Saeculum Frugiferum – as I believe we may interpret the 
iconography of the opening figure in the larger fragment iconography (fig. 25, no. 1; fig. 
32).44 The cosmic dimension guaranteed by the association of Dionysos with Aion and 
the Seasons is enhanced in the frieze by the presence of another set of peculiar figures: 
the Muses, of which four (Melpomene, Urania, Polyhymnia, and Clio – figs. 25-26, nos. 
9; 15-17) are clearly discernible, the others at least suggested by their attributes, among 
which a feather headdress: a novelty of Neronian wall paintings (figs. 27, 29). The unusual 
combination of Muses and Seasons possibly represented the union between the heavenly 
and earthly spheres of the Apollonean and the Dionysiac in the balanced cosmos of the 
Aurea Aetas, as attested regularly in later mosaics and as hinted in a ceiling panel in the 
Domus Aurea should we agree to its interpretation as Phaethon at the court of Apollo, 
surrounded by the Horai.45 
Dionysiac motifs in the Domus Aurea form once again a coherent grouping with the 
imagery in the nymphaeum. In the room of the Golden Vault, as seen before, a large 
continuous frieze, significantly attributed to Famullus’ hand, decorated the perimeter of 
the vault with the display of a Dionysiac procession and the representation of the Seasons, 
41 MANN inv. nos. 8913 and 8909. On the unity of the pieces: Allroggen-Bedel 1973; de Vos 1990, 173; de 
Vos 1998, 60-62; Miranda 2000, 225-228. The two fragments measure respectively 2.70 x 0.45 m (8913) 
and 2 x 0.45 m (8909); overall, the frieze is believed to have measured 15.50 m, of which only 10.70 m 
survive today, in five pieces (I was however personally unable to locate the pieces with inv. nos. 87, 75, 
and 40, cited but not reproduced by Mariette de Vos in any of her publications).
42 While Dionysiac motifs could often be often merely ornamental, decorations such as those from the 
Villa of the Farnesina or the Auditorium of Maecenas must be regarded as more complex references 
to Hellenistic monarchic models, according to Wyler 2004, 937-940. On their renewal during Nero’s 
time: Wyler 2012; Wyler 2015, esp. 244-245.
43 de Vos 1998, 60. Also, Wyler 2012, 12-15.
44 For a detailed analysis of the iconographic elements of the frieze: Raimondi Cominesi 2018a (see in 
this volume chapter 2, article 3).
45 Domus Aurea, room (33), or ‘of the Red Vault’: Meyboom and Moormann 2002, 50, pl. XIV; Meyboom 
and Moormann 2013, 163, fig. 33.9, 33.12; Brunetti 2015; also, Perrin 1982, 876-884, fig. 11-12 (for an 
interpretation as Dionysos). The episode of Phaethon and Apollo with the Horai is recounted in Ovid 
(Met. 2.25-29) and Nonnus of Panopolis (Dionys. 38.219-331). On later mosaics: Parrish 1984, 51; Faedo 
and Lancha 1994, 1016, 1024-1025.
110 CHAPTER 2
if modern watercolours are to be trusted.46 The Seasons in the Domus Aurea shared some of 
the peculiar attributes documented, such as the unusual kalathiskos with vine leaves of the 
personification of Autumn (n° 10).47 Only later fixed in canonical forms, these attributes 
are attested in the nymphaeum for the first time as part of a more complex narration on 
the walls. Together with the Muses, the Seasons will go on to appear on the walls of the 
Vesuvian cities, with the same attributes, during the period of the Fourth Style.48 The detail 
of the feather headdress is particularly telling of this process, as we see once again a close 
connection between the paintings in the nymphaeum and a few, relevant group of houses 
in Pompeii: the attribute, in fact, is only documented there in two instances in the House of 
the Vettii and the House of the Golden Bracelet, both of which, known for the high standard 
of their Fourth Style decorations, were likely executed by the same workshop, the so-called 
‘Bottega dei Vettii’, and both dated to renovations following the earthquake of 62 CE (fig. 
28).49 To the same workshop belonged another quintessential Neronian decoration, that in 
the complex of Murecine, which also displayed a superb painted cycle with the Muses.50 
Far from saying that the images in Pompeii necessarily had a direct link to the Palatine 
frieze, seen the differences and variations in iconography (Muses and Seasons in 
Pompeii are commonly represented as ‘floating figurines’), it is nonetheless interesting 
to acknowledge how they became popular around the same time in the surroundings of 
Pompeii, sometimes recurring in the same houses (see appendix 1 and 2, pages 105-107), 
documenting an assimilation – if not an imitation – of motifs already employed in the 
imperial dwellings.51 There, the Aurea Aetas of Augustus and the Hellenistic rulers before 
him was converted into a political message for the contemporary ruler by readapting 
earlier iconographic motifs and introducing them for the first time in the Roman milieu. 
It is through these ‘successful anchors’ that Nero’s message was passed on and eventually 
reached, in different forms, the houses of his subjects.
46 On the frieze: Meyboom and Moormann 2002, 46-53; Perrin 2006, 129-146; Wyler 2015, 243-244 (see 
note 332). On the attribution to Famullus: Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 62. On the Seasons in L. 
Mirri’s watercolor (G. Carletti & L. Mirri, Le antiche camera delle Terme di Tito e le loro pitture restituite al 
pubblico, Roma, 1776, LXXXVIII): Bastet 1974, 229, fig. 1B; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 205-208, esp. 
207, nos. 4, 8. 
47 Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 207, no. 8. In the Domus Aurea, a similar basket is also present in the 
decoration of room (33) next to the personifications of Summer and Autumn: Bastet 1974, 227-229, fig. 
1A-B, 17; Abad Casal 1990, no. 64; Meyboom & Moormann 2013, 216, 242 note 54.
48 On Neo-Attic representations of Seasons as a prototype for Neronian specimens: Eristov 1997, 59; 
Wyler 2015, 243. The opinion expressed by G. M. A. Hanfmann in 1951 is however still valid: “Taken as 
a test case, the iconography of Seasons under the early Empire illustrates an achievement of Roman 
art which is not yet been sufficiently studied” (Hanfmann 1951, 138). 
49 Pompeii, House of the Vettii (VI 15, 1), peristyle (I), side N: PPM V, 1994, 510, 513, fig. 71. Pompeii, House 
of the Golden Bracelet (VI 17, 41), triclinium (19): PPM VI, 1996, 67-68; Ciardiello 2006, 102-119. On the 
dating of the triclinium in the House of the Golden Bracelet and its links to the so-called ‘Bottega dei 
Vettii’: Ciardiello 2006, 72, 76; Esposito 2007, 157-158.
50 Nappo 2001; Mastroroberto 2007. For a comparison between figurative elements in Moregine/
Murecine and the nymphaeum: Miranda 2000, 225, note 79.
51 Muses and Seasons in Pompeii are almost exclusively dated to the Fourth Style. Seasons are absent 




To conclude, a study of the origin and reception of motifs is central to a discourse on 
power and representation in the imperial residence. The complex architecture of the 
nymphaeum, the implementation of the continuous frieze, the content of the decorative 
elements of such friezes, all testify of the existence of a closely-connected ‘circle of fruition’, 
at Nero’s time, that through variations and improvements contributed to the circulation of 
specific motifs that may not have originated directly in the imperial dwellings in Rome 
but certainly had there their earliest expressions. Of these motifs, the most peculiar aspect 
is that they are never radical innovations but rather re-inventions of traditional themes, 
mostly derived from Augustan antecedents. As with other aspects of Neronian art, the wall 
paintings and the architecture of Nero’s first residence show a tendency to reuse, redesign, 
and repurpose previous achievements, a process of ‘anchoring’ that was crucial to their 
acceptance and their spreading.52 
Nero became an ‘outrageous builder’ in the eye of his detractors only when he fell 
from power, but before then he was not “as untraditional as the scholarly literature’s 
emphasis on Neronian innovation may lead us to assume”.53 Even though the scale of his 
interventions was in some cases unprecedented, especially in reference to his ‘villa’ in 
the heart of Rome, during the first part of his reign rather than radical innovations we see 
radical experimenting and continuous playing with traditional motifs, as it is evident in 
the nymphaeum that belonged to his first Palatine residence. Only later will Nero fully 
embrace Seneca’s advice to leave his own, unforgettable mark on his Principate.54
52 On the concept of ‘anchoring innovation’, see Sluiter 2016. 
53 Elsner 1994, 122-123.
54 Sen. De Clem. 1.1.6. A change is visible, for example, in Nero’s portraiture: updated to Julio-Claudians 
prototypes upon succession, after 59 CE, and 66 in particular, his portraits reveal completely different 




DOMUS IN POMPEII MUSES SEASONS
House of the Lararium of Achilles (I 6, 4) Fourth Style
Fullonica Stephani (I 6, 7) Fourth Style
House of F. Amandius (I 7, 2.3) Fourth Style
House of the Ephebus (I 7, 11) Fourth Style
House I 7, 13 Second Style
House I 7, 19 Third Style
House of the Menander (I 10, 4) Fourth Style
House of the Lovers (I 10, 11) Fourth Style [triclinium 8] Fourth Style [triclinium 8]
House of D. Octavius Quartio (II 2, 2) Fourth Style
Praedia of Iulia Felix (II 4, 3) Second and Fourth style
House of the Moralist (III 4, 2) Fourth Style
House of Pinarius Cerialis (III 4, 4) Fourth Style
House of the Epigrams (V 1, 18) Second Style [exedra (y)?] Fourth Style [oecus (y)?]
House of L. Caecilius Iucundus (V 1, 26) Fourth Style 
House of the Triclinium (V 2, 4) Fourth Style 
House V 4, c Fourth Style
House VI 5, 2
House of Modestus (VI 5, 13)
House of Hercules (VI 7, 6) Fourth Style
House of the Silverware (VI 7, 20) Fourth Style
House of the Tragic Poet (VI 8, 3) Fourth Style
House of the Dioscures (VI 9, 6.7) Fourth Style
House VI 13, 6 Fourth Style
House of the Vettii (VI 15, 1) Fourth Style [peristilium 1] Fourth Style [triclinium p]
House of P. Crusii Fausti (VI 15, 2) Fourth Style 
House of the Gilded Cupids (VI 16, 7) Fourth Style
House of the Golden Bracelet (VI 17, 42) Fourth Style
VI, Insula Occidentalis Fourth Style
Stabian Baths (VII 1, 8) Fourth Style
House of Siricus (VII 1, 25, 40) Fourth Style 
House of Gavius Rufus (VII 2, 16) Fourth Style
House VII 2, 48 Fourth Style
House of the Coloured Capitals (VII 4, 31.51) Fourth Style
House of the Ancient Hunt (VII 4, 48) Fourth Style
House of the King of Prussia (VII 9, 38) Fourth Style
House of the New Hunt (VII 10, 3) Fourth Style
Casa del Balcone sospeso (VII 12, 28) Fourth Style
House of Ganymede (VII 13, 4) Fourth Style
House of the Sailor (VII 15, 2) Fourth Style
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House of M. Fabius Rufus (VII 16, 22) Fourth Style [room 62] Fourth Style [room 62]
House of Holconius Rufus (VIII 4, 4) Fourth Style [exedra 31] Fourth Style [tablinum 10]
House VIII 4, 34 Fourth Style
House of M. Epidius Rufus (IX 1, 20) Fourth Style
House of M. Epidius Sabinus (IX 1, 22-29) Third Style 
House IX 2, 23 Fourth Style
Domus Uboni (IX 5, 2) Fourth Style
Casa IX 5, 6 Fourth Style
House of Poppeaus Priscus (IX 5, 11) Fourth Style [room K] Fourth Style [entrance (?)]
House of the Restaurant (IX 5, 14) Fourth Style
House of Jason (IX 5, 18) Fourth Style
House of the Mosaic Fountain (IX 7, 16.20)






Houses With Muses Only





Muses        Seasons
PRESENCE OF MUSES AND SEASONS IN POMPEII
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Muses, Seasons, and Aion Ploutonios:  
The Dionysiac Frieze from the 
Nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria 
Author  A. Raimondi Cominesi 
Status  Published in Dubois, Y. and Niffeler, U. (eds.) Pictores per provincias II – Status 
Quaestionis. Actes du 13e colloque de l’Association internationale pour la Peinture Murale 
Antique (AIPMA). Antiqua 55. Basel: Archäologie Sweiz. 2018. 471-480.
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1 |  “Balineae elegantissimis picturis excultae”: Mural 
paintings in the nymphaeum.1
In the year 1720, a group of underground rooms was discovered in the area of the Horti 
Farnesiani, on the southern edge of the Palatine Hill, and identified by their discoverer, 
Francesco Bianchini, as a lavish bath-complex belonging to the imperial palace.2 The 
complex, located beneath the levels of the Domus Aurea and Domus Flavia, consisted 
of two groups of semi-symmetrical rooms (A1-A6) flanking a central open-courtyard 
dominated by a covered pavilion (P) and a marble fountain shaped as a scaenae frons (N) 
(figs. 17 20).3 The series of rooms functioned as a nymphaeum and were linked to Nero’s 
Domus Transitoria by S. B. Platner and T. Ashby in 1929, designation that is now generally 
accepted.4 Its dazzling painted decoration provided further proof.5 
The paintings covered the upper zones of the walls and the ceilings of the two pairs 
of semi-symmetrical rooms to the west and east side of the central courtyard.6 The 
paintings in the rooms to the east (A1-A3) were discovered during the eighteenth century 
excavations, when they were also extensively pillaged.7 Detached portions of wall 
paintings were moved to Parma already in 1721 and later to Naples, where they would only 
be recognized as part of a unitary group and traced back to the Palatine complex by Agnes 
Allroggen-Bedel in 1973.8 A series of more detailed studies by Mariette de Vos appeared in 
1 Bianchini 1738, 42, tab. VIII.
2 Bianchini 1738, 244, 292: “Bagni della Casa di Tiberio”.
3 The complex measures altogether 31 x 11.50 x 6.70 m and is located 7 m under the level of the 
Triclinium of the Domus Flavia. The classification of the rooms follows Carettoni 1949, 49, with plan 
of the site.
4 Platner and Ashby 1929, 194-195. The attribution was confirmed in Carettoni 1949 through the 
analysis of the finds of the 1912-1914 excavations. An architrave with inscription TI CLAVD should be 
regarded as terminus post quem (Bastet 1971, 169, note 106, fig. 25; de Vos 1995, 201) rather than proof 
of a Claudian dating of the nymphaeum (Lugli 1946, 506-509) or of its decoration (Strocka 1984, 38). 
The dating is confirmed by the typology of the nymphaeum: all of the few known nymphaea a pianta 
complessa are located in Rome and date to the mid-first century CE (Bressan 2003, 245-255; Ghedini 
2003, 590). Nymphaea appear to have become fashionable in the Vesuvian sites only after 62 CE 
(Lavagne 1990, in part. 133; Borghi 1997, 35-50).
5 On the Neronian character of the paintings (most recently): Allroggen-Bedel 2004; Bragantini 2011, 
190-193; Tomei 2011a, 123-135; Bragantini 2014, 338-339. For the use of the conventional term ‘Domus 
Transitoria’ in relation to the first Neronian building phase on the Palatine: Beste 2011. To avoid 
confusion, the expression ‘Nero’s first residence’ is here preferred.
6 The main surface of the walls was covered by marble revetments, removed already in antiquity 
(Carettoni 1949, 57, fig. 10; Bastet 1971, 168). The slabs may have been decorated with inlaid marble 
figurines (de Vos 1995, 200; for an in-depth study, Dohrn 1965.) Both the marble revetments and the 
opus interrasile contribute to the Neronian dating: Bragantini 2011, 193-196; Tomei 2011a, 129.
7 For the archaeological excavations: Bianchini 1738, 244, 292 (“Bagni della Casa di Tiberio”); Bastet 
1971; Miranda 2000; de Vos 1991; de Vos 1993a; de Vos 1995. The decoration of room A1 is only known 
through a drawing: Bastet 1971, 162. A small portion of the painted vault in room A3 is still preserved 
in situ: Bastet 1971, 160; Tomei 2011a, 131, fig. 17. de Vos assigns to this room a fresco panel presumably 
illustrating a scene of dexiosis between Herakles and Priam, which she interprets as an allusion to 
Nero’s investiture as Emperor (MANN, without inv. no.: de Vos 1990, 167; de Vos 1993b, 82).
8 Allroggen-Bedel 1973. See also Luppino 2009. In Naples, the paintings had laid in cranes for twenty-
four years, from 1734 to 1758, undergoing extensive damage (Winckelmann 1784, 105, § 26).
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subsequent years.9 Her research concerned in particular the two adjoining fragments of 
a frieze, discovered in 1723, which depicted a Dionysiac procession and likely decorated 
the springer of the alcove in the northern side of room A2 (figs. 25 and 26).10 Additional 
iconographic elements, which provide a more complex ideological meaning to the frieze 
as well as further indication of a Neronian dating, are offered hereunder.
2 | The Dionysiac Frieze: New Elements of Iconography
The Dionysiac theme is clearly indicated by the parusia of Dionysus in fragment 8913: the 
drunken god is shown leaning on a Maenad, if not Ariadne herself (fig. 25, nos. 12-13). The 
couple is surrounded by a procession of dancing Maenads and drunken Satyrs. However, 
what makes the frieze truly interesting is not the Dionysiac element per se but rather the 
concomitant presence of Muses, Seasons, and other peculiar figures.
2.1 | Muses
De Vos successfully identified three depictions of Muses in the frieze: Melpomene in 
fragment 8913; Polyhymnia and Urania in fragment 8909.11 Polyhymnia, the muse of 
sacred poetry and eloquence, is leaning on a pedestal, in her characteristic pensive pose; 
Urania, sitting next to her, holds her distinctive attribute as the Muse of astronomy, the 
globe, in her left hand and possibly the radius in the other (this would have been in the 
gap now visible to the left) (fig. 26, nos. 16-17).12 The two Muses are grouped with a third 
female figure for which de Vos provides no explanation (fig. 26, no. 15). A close inspection 
of the original fragment, however, revealed that this figure also carries attributes that 
unmistakably identify her as a Muse, thus creating a canonical subgroup of three Muses.13 
The attributes consist of a diptych or writing tablet, held open by the figure in front of her 
chest with her left hand, and a stylus, in her right hand, visible above the shoulder, as if she 
is about to write something (fig. 27). At an early stage, these attributes were characteristic, 
9 de Vos 1990; 1993a; 1995; 1998; 2009. 
10 MANN inv. nos. 8913 and 8909. On the unity of the pieces: Allroggen-Bedel 1973; de Vos 1990, 173; de 
Vos 1998, 60-62; Miranda 2000, 225-228. The two fragments measure respectively 2.70 x 0.45 m (8913) 
and 2 x 0.45 m (8909); overall, the frieze is believed to have measured 15.50 m, of which only 10.70 m 
survive today, in five pieces (I was however personally unable to locate the pieces with inv. nos. 87, 75, 
and 40, cited but not reproduced by Mariette de Vos). To the group also belonged a set of four panels 
with 28 lozenges, each featuring a Satyr or Maenad, removed from the ceiling in A2 (MANN inv. 89; 
three panels devoid of inv. nos.): Allroggen-Bedel 1973; de Vos 1990; Tomei 2011a, 129.
11 de Vos 1998, 61-62.
12 With the same attributes (and inscription) they appear on the walls of the praedia of Iulia Felix in 
Pompeii (II 4, 3), cubiculum 97 (currently at the Louvre, inv. no. P 11-12): Burlot and Roger 2012, 17-18, 
fig, 26-27. Urania is also featured in the Neronian complex of Moregine/Murecine, in the so-called 
‘Triclinium of the Muses’ (A): Nappo 2001, 866-867, fig. 13. More generally, for a list of Muses in 
Pompeii: Moormann 1997, 100-101. Pompeian Muses mostly date to the Fourth Style and consist of 
‘floating’ figures on pedestals. Third Style Muses appear only in painted panels and may be derived 
from Hellenistic models, as in the House of M. Epidius Sabinus (IX 2, 22.29): PPM VIII, 1029-1036.
13 On the subdivision of the Muses in groups of three in Classical art and literature: Papini 2006, 42.
ARTICLE 3 121
in turn, of the Muses Calliope and Clio, before establishing themselves as the qualifying 
features of Clio as Muse of history.14
Other two figures, dispersed among the Dionysiac followers, may also be interpreted, 
in my opinion, as Muses. I am referring to figures (11) and (14): depicted with lyre and 
cithara, they may be interpreted respectively as Erato and Terpsichore (figs. 25-26).15 Their 
representation as goddesses of dance and chorus would justify their presence in the midst 
of the inebriated followers of Dionysus, thus making more evident the link, in the frieze, 
between the Dionysiac element and the Muses themselves. A link manifest, for example, 
in Nonnus’ Dionysiaca, when the choreia of the Satyrs itself becomes the orgiastic rite of 
the absent Muses (orghia Moúses).16 Should we thus interpret the figures in the frieze as 
merely Maenads, the allusion to Erato, Terpsichore and their realm may still be valid.
The Muse Melpomene, as in de Vos (1998), is to be identified with the seated figure in 
fragment 8913, whose attribute consists in a theatrical mask (fig. 25, no. 9; fig. 29).17 The 
brown-red spot to the left of the figure may be interpreted as a club (thus resting on the 
seat), also a standard attribute of Melpomene.18 The muse is grouped with other, apparently 
generic, female figures. At a closer look, however, these figures, in particular nos. (8) and 
(10), appear to present a detail that sets them apart from the other images in the frieze: a 
feather headdress instead of a vegetal wreath (fig. 4). The attribute, later fixed as canonical 
in the form of one or three feathers, is exceptional in the context of the nymphaeum. 
Should the attribution of the complex to Nero’s first residence be correct, we would indeed 
be looking at one of the very first known examples of this particular attribute in Rome.19
Feathers used as headdresses in reference to Muses are only attested in Pompeii in two 
instances: a fresco from the House of the Vettii and a painting from the House of the Golden 
Bracelet, both later than 62 CE and possibly executed by the same workshop (fig. 28).20 In 
14 On the fluctuating and interchangeable iconography of Clio and Calliope in the early Imperial period: 
Paduano Faedo 1981, 71-72, 109-113 (Clio), 134, 138-140 (Calliope); Faedo and Lancha 1994, 1031-1032; 
Papini 2006, 58. Clio as muse of history (with diptych) already appears on the walls of in the praedia 
of Iulia Felix (Pompeii, II 4, 3 – with inscription): Burlot and Roger 2012, 14-15, 19, figs. 20, 28. A muse 
with diptych and stylus is also present in Murecine, currently catalogued as Calliope (Clio being the 
figure with volumen): Nappo 2001, 863-864, fig. 9; 860-861, fig. 7.
15 Erato and Terpsichore appear with lyre and cithara both in the praedia of Iulia Felix (Louvre, inv. no. P 
6-7: Burlot and Roger 2012, 16-17, figs. 23, 25) and Murecine (Nappo 2001, 861-862, fig. 8; 863, fig. 10).
16 Nonn., Dionys., 15, 70. Bacchus and the Xoros of the Muses also appear in Prop. 2.30.37-38, and the poet 
calls Orgia Musarum the musical instruments hanging in a ‘Dionysiac’ grotto in 3.3.29.
17 de Vos 1998, 62.
18 Figures of muses with tragic mask and club are attested in Pompeii after the mid-first century CE: 
House of the Golden Bracelet (VI, 17.42 Ins. Occ.) triclinium (19) (PPM VI, 1996, 67, fig. 54); House of 
Siricus (VII, 1.25.47) exedra (10) (PPM VI, 1996, 283, fig. 102); praedia of Iulia Felix (II, 4.3), cubiculum 97 
(Louvre, inv. no. P 9: Burlot and Roger 2012, 16, fig. 22); Murecine, triclinium A (Nappo 2001, 868-869, 
fig. 14).
19 In scholarly literature, the first appearance of the attribute is often (erroneously) attributed to the 
painted cycle with Muses from the House of the Muses in Ostia (III, IX, 22), room V (Hadrianic age). 
20 Pompeii, House of the Vettii (VI 15, 1), peristyle (I), side N: PPM V, 1994, 510, 513, fig. 71. Pompeii, House 
of the Golden Bracelet (VI, 17.41), triclinium (19): PPM VI, 1996, 67-68; Ciardiello 2006, 102-119. On the 
dating of the triclinium in the House of the Golden Bracelet and its link to the so-called ‘Bottega dei 
Vettii’: Ciardiello 2006, 72, 76; Esposito 2007, 157-158.
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both examples the feathers resemble the shape of a crown, somehow similarly to what we 
see for the figure of Clio in the frieze (fig. 27). Feathers as headdresses are in accordance 
with a story by Pausanias in which is told that the daughters of Mnemosyne, having won 
the Sirens in a singing context, had plucked out the feathers from their wings and made 
crowns for themselves.21 A headdress composed of one single feather, as the one worn 
by figure no. 10 in the frieze, appears to be missing, as far as I know, in Pompeii.22 The 
absence of single-feather headdresses in Pompeii and the dating of ‘crown’ headdresses 
to the Neronian period onwards, leaves the origin and dating of the motif, as seen in the 
Dionysiac frieze of the Domus Transitoria, open for discussion.
2.2 | Seasons
According to de Vos, the personifications of the Seasons are to be recognised in four 
female figures who share at least one attribute: a large kalathos filled with vegetal elements 
(fig. 25 and 2, nos. 6-7, 18-19).23 Each figure is provided with additional attributes, specific 
of the time of the year it represents. The first personification to appear in the procession 
(fragment 8913, from the left) is that of Spring, adorned with a rose garland and carrying 
a branch with flowers in her left arm, according to the type of the generic fruit-bearing 
season (fig. 30, to the left).24 This type is attested in Pompeii together with a second one 
depicting the Season with a lower basket of offerings (usually a cake of ricotta) and a 
sacrificial animal (a lamb or a kid) on the shoulders.25 It is interesting to note that these 
elements appear also in the frieze, where they are featured in connection with the two 
figures immediately preceding the actual personification of Spring (fig. 25, no. 6).
Paired with the figure of Autumn, Summer appears in fragment 8909 characterized by a 
series of standard elements, such as the corn-ears forming her wreath and a pruning knife, 
resting on the front side of the kalathos, also filled with corn-ears (undetected in previous 
scholarship) (fig. 7, to the left). Corn-ears and pruning knife commonly appear as attributes 
of this Season in Pompeian examples. The light veil fluttering over her head, however, is a 
21 Paus. 9.34.2.
22 Alix Barbet interpreted the Third Style figure of a Nymph/Muse from the House of Jason (Pompeii, IX 
5, 18; now MANN inv. no. 111.473) as fashioning a single feather on her forefront: Barbet 2013, 34, fig. 
29. At a closer inspection, however, the feather appears to correspond to a gap in the painted surface. 
The dating of a Muse with cithara and feather headdress from Carthage (Musée du Bardo, inv. no. B.86) 
to ca. 30 CE on the basis of comparison with the specimen from the House of Jason may thus need to 
be revised, leaving the date open for the first appearance of a single feather headdress in Roman art. 
For the comparison, see Barbet 2013, 34-35, fig. 28). 
23 de Vos 1998, 60-62.
24 The current state of the painting does not allow to specify the type of leaves contained in the kalathos. 
For the type in Pompeii: House of M. Samellius Modestus (V 4.c) (PPM III, 1991, 1038, fig. 10); Casa 
dell’Argenteria (VI 7, 20.22) (PPM IV, 1993, 451, fig. 3); House of the Tragic Poet (VI 8, 3.5) (PPM IV, 1993, 
573, fig. 88); House of the Golden Cupids (VI, 16.7.38) (PPM V, 1994, 829, fig. 203); House VIII 4, 34 (PPM 
VIII, 1998, 539, fig. 10). All of the examples are catalogued as Fourth Style decorations; Eristov 1997, 6.
25 The type refers to Neo-Attic models: Abad Casal 1990, 511-512. For its recurrence in Pompeii, see 
Eristov 1997, 63-64.
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refined feature.26 Besides the frieze, the velificatio appears, for example, in the well-known 
ceiling panel with the personifications of Summer and Autumn within the armillary 
sphere from Villa San Marco at Stabiae.27 The personification of Summer, a semi-nude 
female figure with fluttering veil, is flanked in Stabiae by a karpos to whom are entrusted 
the more common attributes of the corn-ears and pruning knife. The same similarity 
between the painting in Stabiae and the Palatine frieze occurs for the representation of 
Autumn. In Stabiae, this Season is embodied by a young man with a wreath of vine leaves, 
whose accompanying karpos grips a hare in his hands. In the frieze, the most evident 
attributes for the personification of Autumn also consist in a bunch of grapes (in the left 
hand), a wreath of vine leaves, and a kalathos also filled with vine leaves (fig. 31, to the 
right). A lagobolon – the hunter’s stick for striking hares – is left resting on the kalathos, 
thus completing the parallelism with Stabiae.28 Interestingly, all the attributes shared both 
by the painting in Stabiae and the Palatine example appear to have been less frequently 
attested, in the same period, in Pompeian houses.29 As a matter of fact, the combination of 
a personification of Summer with fluttering veil and one of Autumn holding a hare is only 
documented in Pompeii, as far as I know, in the House of the Golden Bracelets.30 
As for the personification of Winter, de Vos identifies it with the figure appearing next to 
Spring, thus symmetrically repeating the pairing of Summer and Autumn (fig. 30, to the 
right).31 The long cap and warm clothes of this figure (a contrast to the other semi-nude 
Seasons) may point in this direction; however, the absence of more specific attributes, 
such as, for example, a stick with game or the kalathos itself, leaves the identification for 
this figure uncertain.32
26 For the iconographic type of Summer with corn-ears and pruning knife in Pompeii: House of M. 
Samellius Modestus (V 4.c) (PPM III, 1991, 1039, fig. 11); House of the Ephebus or P. Cornelius Tages (I 
7, 11) (PPM I, 1990, 619-620, 691, fig. 122); House of the Tragic Poet (VI 8, 3.5) (PPM IV, 1993, 577, fig. 97); 
House of Ganymede (VII 13, 4.17-18) (PPM VII, 1997, 628, fig. 21); House VIII 4, 34 (PPM VIII, 1998, 537, 
fig. 7); House IX 5, 6.17 (PPM IX, 1999, 430, fig. 49). All consist of floating figures, catalogued as Fourth 
Style decorations. On the recurrence of these attributes, see Parrish 1984, 37-38; Abad Casal 1990, 513; 
Eristov 1997, 64. 
27 Nuñes Pedroso 1999, 269, tb. XIX.1, fig. 622, 624. The decoration of the ceiling is dated to the Flavian 
period.
28 The lagobolon was also overlooked in previous scholarship.
29 In Pompeian representation, Autumn’s most commonly attested attributes are flowers and generic 
fruits, e.g. House of Ganymede (VII 13, 4.17-18): PPM VII, 1997, 627, fig. 20. Also, Eristov 1997, 64. Vine 
leaves and bunch of grapes are usually reserved, in Pompeii, to representations of Bacchus/Dionysus. 
A personification of Autumn with vine leaves and kalathiskos is documented in the Volta Dorata 
(room 80) of the Domus Aurea: Abad Casal 1990, 514, no. 26.
30 Pompeii VI 16, 7.38, cubiculum (Q) (Neronian age): PPM V, 1994, 829, fig. 204 (Summer); fig. 205 
(Autumn). For a figure of Summer with fluttering veil, see also Pompeii, House of M. Samellius 
Modestus (V 4.c): PPM III, 1991, 1039, fig. 11.
31  de Vos 1998, 60-62. The two pairings are canonical.
32 The absence of the kalathos may either be explained with a gap in the painted surface visible to the 
right of the figure or by the fact that Winter was not considered a bountiful season. The figure appears 
to be holding an object in her right hand; this however cannot be classified with certainty as a hunting 
stick. For the type in Pompeii, Eristov 1997, 64; in the Hellenistic and Neo-Attic tradition, Abad Casal 
1990, 533; in mosaics, Parrish 1984, 32-34.
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The Seasons, as the Muses, appear to be recurrent themes on the walls of the Vesuvian 
sites from the Neronian period onwards.33 As in the frieze, their association to the realm of 
Dionysus is a regular feature, justified by this god’s special connection with the luxuriance 
of vegetation and the Seasons’ peculiar quality of forces bestowing the bountiful gifts of 
nature upon men.34 The connection is further enhanced by the additional characterization 
of the Seasons as embodiments of the eternal recurrence of time (dynameis) and of 
Dionysus as the cosmic element that guides them. This is clearly expressed in the ceiling 
panel from Stabiae, where Autumn and Summer appear within a celestial sphere, and 
even further in the pompe of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, held in Alexandria in 271-270 BCE, 
during which the Horai paraded, for the first time, in the number of four, as astronomical 
cycles (tempora anni), within a Dionysiac procession. 35 As the pompe was intended as an 
expression of the Golden Age secured by the new ruler, the parallel link between Dionysus 
and Seasons in the frieze may hold the same meaning, as already pointed out by de Vos.36 
Hereunder I would like to suggest, however, that the connection between the procession 
in Alexandria and the frieze may be even more poignant than foreseen.
2.3 | Aion
In the procession, the four Seasons were paired with another crucial personification, Aion 
Ploutonios, the fructiferous turn of the year (a concept translated in Rome as Aeternitas 
or Saeculum Frugiferum/Aureum), which is also an essential feature of the cosmic world 
of Dionysus.37 Aion is portrayed in art with a fluid iconography, sometimes as an old, 
sometimes as a young man. The dichotomy is justified by its function as symbol of the 
eternity of time, thus containing in itself all of its cycles, from youth to senescence. 
The representation of Aion as a young man holding the sphere of the Zodiac, with the 
Seasons to his side, is the most frequently attested, and the one generally recognized as 
canonical.38 However, representations of Aion with other attributes, such as a cornucopiae, 
33 Eristov 1997.
34 Seasons or Horai in Classical art and literature are rarely separated from the realm of Dionysus: 
Parrish 1984, 43-45; Machaira 1990, 505-506. In Simon., fr. 146 B the Horai are called ‘Dionusiádes’; in 
Nonn., Dionys., 20, 3 ‘winey.’ See also Miguélez-Cavero 2013, 356-359.
35 On the Ptolemaic procession, Rice 1983. Seasons and Aion appear as strictly correlated with one 
another and the god Dionysus in Nonnus’ Dionysiaca: Miguélez-Cavero 2013, 356-357.
36  de Vos 1998, 60.
37 See Zos., 2.1.1. for the transliteration of Aion in Saeculum. As in Alföldi 1977, esp. 17-23; Musso 1994, 
135; Musso 2000, 375-376. On the use of Aion in representations of the ́ felicitas temporum´ and in 
connection with Dionysus: Musso 2000, 377-378; Miguélez-Cavero 2013, 353-356.
38 The type is particularly common in late North-African mosaics: Duval 1981; Le Glay 1981, 400-402; 
Parrish 1984, 46; Musso 2000, 373-377). In the cosmic mosaic from the House of the Mitraeum in 
Mérida, the figure of Aeternitas is paired to a representation of Autumn and Summer parallel to that at 
Stabiae: Alföldi-Rosenbaum 1993.
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or simply as an old man are also attested.39 This fluidity in iconography may have led 
to many undetected depictions of Aion in Roman art.40 This, in my opinion, is also the 
case for a figure in the frieze. The procession starts in fragment 8913 with the image of a 
semi-nude, bearded, thus mature, male, slightly over-dimensioned in comparison to the 
other images in the frieze (fig. 25, no. 1; fig. 32). The figure is shown reclining, with the 
right arm resting over the head and the left hand holding a cornucopiae. De Vos interpreted 
this male figure as either a generic river personification or a genius loci; I would like to 
suggest an alternative reading for it as the Alexandrian Aion Ploutonios.41 To the back of 
the figure a brushstroke, clearly discernable at close inspection, sketches a circular line 
that ends behind to the opposing female figure (fig. 25, no. 2), and that could be tentatively 
interpreted as a celestial sphere.42 The cornucopiae is a documented attribute for Aion, as 
seen before, and even though there exists in Roman art no exact correspondence to the 
figure of the frieze, this may be due to the extreme variability of the type and to our partial 
knowledge of its recurrences before the iconography was fixed under Hadrian.43
3 | Conclusions
As already observed by Mariette de Vos, it is manifest that the frieze does not stage a mere 
Dionysian procession but rather, in accordance to its Neronian dating, a display of the 
ideology of the Aurea Aetas. Its representation, however – in a different way from what 
we see happening in literature (where Nero is presented as the new Augustus) – appears 
to be a peculiar Neronian creation, anchored in the modes of self-representation of the 
Ptolemaic rulers rather than those of the first emperor. Additionally, it is interesting to 
note how Muses and Seasons would acquire popularity around the mid-first century CE, 
possibly shedding a light on the strength and acceptance of Nero’s visual propaganda 
in the provinces of the Roman Empire and beyond the imperial circles. A new Saeculum 
Aureum was invented.
39 The cornucopiae characterizes the figure as Aion Ploutonios/Saeculum Frugiferum. It is often attested 
in coinage by the Ptolemies first and then resumed in Rome by Hadrian through the Severans: Alföldi 
1977, 5-12, 25-30; Musso 1994, 135-140. A mature Aion is documented on the monument of C. Ioulios 
Zoilos in Aphrodisias (Le Glay 1981, 401, no. 7; Musso 1994, 137, no. 1), as well as in gems and mosaics 
from the second century CE onwards (Alföldi 1977, 5; Le Glay 1981, 400 no. 4, 401 no. 8, 410; Musso 
1994, 136-137, nos. 1-2, 4-6, 25). The old Aion usually has no attributes but is always accompanied by an 
inscription: Duval 1981, 7. Aion is an old man in Nonn., Dionys., 7, 22-28.
40 Alföldi 1977, 2.
41 de Vos 1990, 178, for the interpretation as a river god (with confusion about its exact position in the 
frieze); de Vos 1998, 61, for the reading as genius loci.
42 Depictions of Aion with both cornucopiae and sphere are present in African mosaics: Le Glay 1981, 403 
no. 16; Parrish 1984, 105-108 no. 7, 194-196 no. 46; Musso 1994, 140-141, nos. 21, 24).
43 The gesture of the arm resting on the head is unusual but not undocumented, see for example the 
Aion of Aphrodisias (note 41) and the fragment of an Apulian vase from the fourth century BCE: Le 
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1 | Introduction. A set of Fourth Style decorations 
In 1983, the J. Paul Getty Museum acquired a large group of Roman fresco fragments 
belonging to 97 individual panels, as identified on the occasion of a Joined Fragment 
Project.1 Where possible, larger panels were restored and displayed in the galleries of the 
Getty Villa, as was the case with two matching frescoes depicting a ‘Woman, or Maenad, 
Holding a Dish’ (83.AG.222.4.2) and an ‘Old Silenos with Kantharos and Thyrsos’ (83.
AG.222.2) (figs. 33-35).2 The whole assemblage appears characterized by a Dionysiac 
atmosphere, as exemplified by a panel currently described as a representation of Dionysos 
and his bride Ariadne (83.AG.222.3.1; fig. 40).3 Other generic references to the god’s realm 
and its pleasures include Muses, theatrical masks and leopards, Cupids and Psychai (fig. 
38).4 All motifs are painted on a uniform white ground and variously enriched by slender 
architectural compositions, stucco cornices, and embroidery borders.
Despite the similarities, no attempt was made to date to establish if any correlation existed 
between the pieces in terms of style, dating and, if possible, provenance, beyond what was 
superficially noticeable. At the end of this paper I hope I will have demonstrated that a 
certain coherence in composition, use of ornamental details and content exists, making it 
possible to view the assemblage as a unitary group of fragments. An attempt is thus made 
here to define the chronology, provenance, as well as the social and artistic environment of 
the most significant pieces in the collection, namely (1) a set of three matching panels with 
Dionysiac figures under aediculae, (2) a representation of the Muse Urania, (3) a ceiling 
panel with Dionysos and Ariadne. The content and execution of the frescoes, as well as the 
style of their ornamental details, point towards their framing within the so-called Fourth 
Pompeian Style (40-100 CE), if not, more specifically, to the Neronian and early Flavian 
period, calling for a revision of museum records, where the frescoes appear broadly dated 
to the first century CE.5 Looking for comparisons among this period’s artifacts, even more 
interesting details have emerged. As I shall demonstrate, they shed light on the social and 
political context of these frescoes, their models, and the particular moment at which they 
may have been created.
1 Accession numbers 83.AG.222.1-97. Provenance unknown. The pieces were acquired from the Antike 
Kust Palladion Gallery. The restoration project was carried out in the year 2001.
2 Getty Museum Handbook 2002, 220.
3 Accession number 83.AG.222.3.1, on view. Getty Museum Handbook 2002, 222.
4 Accession numbers 83.AG.222.11 and 14 (Masks). 83.AG.222.12 (Leopard). 83.AG.222.5 (Psyche within 
an octagonal panel); 83.AG.222.6 (Psyche playing a tambourine); 83.AG.222.7 (Cupid, within an 
octagonal panel, holding two sticks and a pail); 83.AG.222.25 (Cupid). 83.AG.222.1 (Muse Urania). 
The remaining fragments display fragments of architectural designs and human figures; floral and 
geometric decorations; draperies, landscapes and more generic motifs.
5 Although the initial date for the Fourth Pompeian Style remains critical, scholars nowadays tend 
to place its development between the year 40 and 100 CE. On this periodization, most recently: 
Bragantini 2014, 359-360; Moormann 2018a, 394-398.
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2 |  Three fresco panels with Dionysiac figures under 
aediculae 
Out of the group, three panels can be matched together with absolute certainty. They 
are two frescoes featuring a Maenad and an old Silenos, and a third panel, preserved in a 
more fragmentary but clearly connected to the others, displaying a second female figure 
holding a dish or casserole with offerings (83.AG.222.4.2; 83.AG.222.2; 83.AG.222.4.8 – figs. 
33-35).6 In the two better preserved examples, the figures are visibly standing under an 
aedicula framed overhead by a shelled motif and on three sides by a leafy portal, likely a 
replica of the fountain niches typical of in garden nymphaea; details of the vegetal frame 
are also discernible in the third fragment. All figures rest their feet on rectangular panels 
animated by still life scenes (a peacock with grapes and pomegranates, and a goose with 
cherries for the two panels with female figures) and an urban landscape sketched over a 
light-blue ground (for the panel with the old Silenos).7 In all three cases, the pictorial field 
with portal and the scenic panels below are framed and thus connected by a uniform red 
band. A second embroidery band on red ground runs along the top of the aediculae. At the 
bottom is a simple green band, running below the still life and landscape panels and on 
top of a black ground. The additional detail, together with the general white background of 
the panels, suggests that these fresco decorations were placed in the upper zones of a wall. 
The composition finds a close comparison to a series of decorations in Oplontis (Torre 
Annunziata), Villa A, room 8, where the ceiling of a niche is decorated with surprisingly 
similar scenes composed by a figure standing within a shelled aedicula and vegetal frame, 
and resting on top of a still life panel (fig. 36). The aediculae decorated the upper zone of 
the walls, in a similar fashion to the one inferred for the Getty panels. Recent analyses 
have established that this decoration was implemented between 62 and 79 CE, during 
renovations, as a sympathetic copy of the Third Style apparatus of the room.8 Coherently 
to the dating, the niche exhibits a set of ornaments specific to the early Fourth Style, such 
as stucco cornices and gold-yellow filigree borders.9 The design recurs exactly replicated 
in coeval decorations of garden fountains, showing a cross-fertilization between wall 
mosaics and wall paintings. One example above all would be a small fountain niche from 
the House of the Skeleton in Pompeii (III 3), with the figure of a boxer on top of a pinax with 
6 Accession numbers 83.AG.222.4.2 (Maenad Holding a Dish); 83.AG.222.2 (Old Silenos); 83.AG.222.8 
(female figure with offerings; not on view).
7 Fragments 83.AG.222.9 and 83.AG.222.10 additionally show two still life panels (three fishes; a 
pomegranate with hazelnuts), similarly framed by a burgundy band and set within airy architectural 
compositions on white ground.
8 The renovation of the room, from caldarium to reception space, was at first dated to the years 45-55 
CE: Clarke 1991, 166-168, fig. 86. Most recent studies point however towards a dating later than 62 CE, 
as the renovation would have been a product of Workshop B, operating in the late Neronian/Flavian 
period: Gee forthcoming.
9 While ‘embroidery’ borders are colored bands with overpainted motifs concealing the background on 
which they stand, ‘filigree’, also known as ‘carpet’, borders reveal it through the openwork patterning 
of their linear geometric and vegetal motifs. See Archer 1990, 98-99, note 6, and in particular Barbet 
1981, 917-918. Filigree borders are a distinct creation to the Fourth Style, as highlighted in Strocka 
1984, 137.
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still life.10 The shell pattern, shared by all the artifacts here cited, is generally recognized as 
peculiar to the Fourth Style, and more specifically to the Neronian period.11
Characteristic of Neronian art is also the way in which all figures are portrayed, both in 
Oplontis and in the Getty panels, almost as if stepping through the leafy portal and towards 
the beholder, in an attempt to eliminate space boundaries.12 This ‘immersive’ ploy is 
repeated in similar compositions from the House of the Vettii in Pompeii (room E), where 
similar figures are, literally, walking down the steps of a podium and out of the space of 
the aediculae which frame them.13 In the Getty frescoes, as well as in Oplontis, the podium 
is replaced by the still life and landscape panels but the theatrical movement is retained. 
From an iconographic point of view, the representation of the single figures is indebted 
to the Augustan Neo-Attic imagery of the Dionysiac world.14 It is only in Fourth Style 
decorations, however, that the vast catalogue of Neo-Attic images was transferred from 
reliefs and vessels into domestic painted decorations, where it was almost exclusively 
connected to the visual rendition of the well-being guaranteed by Dionysos and the cyclic 
flourishing of its realm. The rendition of the female bidder from the third Getty panel, for 
examples, appears to be derived from Neo-Attic representations of the Autumnal season 
(more generically, of a Hora) with a cake in one hand and a hare in the other (fig. 35).15 A 
revival of Augustan motifs, Seasons, together with Muses, became a beloved theme on 
Roman walls in the mid-first century CE and were reserved a privileged position next to 
Dionysos.16 In the Getty assemblage, two frescoes with the representation of the Muse 
Urania (83.AG.222.1) and a floating couple currently described as Dionysos and Ariadne 
(83.AG.222.3.1) testify of this fashion and are again a characteristic example of Fourth Style 
decorations. Before I turn to these fragments, however, I would like to examine another 
significant detail from the three Getty panels with aediculae, namely the white-on-blue 
vignettes decorating the upper embroidery bands.
10 The wall mosaics is currently preserved at the Museo Archeologico di Napoli (inv. nos. 10014 and 
10010). The decoration is dated to the third quarter of the first century CE in Sear 1977. 32, cat. nos. 
56-67, pl. 34, figs. 1-2.
11 On the shell pattern in wall mosaics, niches and decorated vaults as a Neronian fashion, especially in 
relation to garden fountains and nymphaea: Sear 1977, 27-33. 
12 Lorenz 2013, 368-378.
13 House of the Vettii (Pompeii, VI 15, 1), room E; see Peters 1977, 104-105, pl. 70/22. On the dating of these 
paintings to the late Neronian and early Vespasian period: Esposito 1999, 52-53.
14 For a comprehensive catalogue of Neo-Attic representations, see Hanfmann 1951.
15  On the Neo-Attic iconography of Seasons and Horae: Hanfmann 1951, esp. 132-134.
16 For an overview of Seasons in Pompeii: Eristov 1997, 59-67. A Dionysiac procession with Muses and 
Seasons was displayed in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria, Emperor Nero’s first residence; 
the frieze is currently preserved at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli (MANN 8909; 8913): 
Raimondi Cominesi 2018a, 474-476, with previous bibliography (see in this volume chapter 2, article 
3). On early associations of Horai and Muses with the realm of Dionysos: Machaira 1990, 502-510; 
Faedo 1992, 186; Hardie 2004.
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3 | White monochrome vignettes and their origin
The vignettes display a cobalt-blue ground and are animated by slender, white silhouettes 
creating miniature figurative scenes (figs. 33-35).17 The motif is characteristic of Fourth 
Style decorations, but a clear definition of its origin and first appearance in Roman art is 
complicated by a lack of detailed publications on this particular category of ornaments 
and a certain confusion in the published material concerning its definition.18 
Miniature friezes displaying white silhouettes, although on purple-red backgrounds, are 
already present in Second style decorations, for example at Oplontis, Villa A, where they 
appear as painted imitations of more expensive materials, such as marble or even metal 
(this is the case of a painted silver box in room 14, with the carved figurines of the original 
replicated as slender, white silhouettes).19 Similarly executed friezes are also attested in a 
limited number of houses in Hellenistic Delos (fig. 38).20 Dating around 100-80 BCE, these 
lack any known precedent in Greek and Hellenistic painting, despite Pliny’s remark that 
the painter Zeuxis was known for having created monochromata ex albo (monochromes in 
white), the essence of which is still debated.21 The miniature Delian friezes were connected 
by Vincent Bruno to the tradition of gems and vessels carved out of sardonyx (although 
the possibility of an influence of painted marbles should not be ruled out completely, as 
does the author).22 The theory is interesting as it may support the long-held claim that 
the white-on-blue vignettes of the Getty panels are to be considered a painted imitation 
of the Roman counterpart (and counterfeit) of Hellenistic sardonyx gems and vessels: 
cameo glasses.23 This was a form of glass-ware invented during the Augustan principate 
and produced solely in Rome between 15 BCE and 25 CE.24 A luxurious product, due to its 
17 Based on the presence of white-on-blue vignettes and red embroidery bands, three additional panels 
from the Getty assemblage can be linked to the fragments with figures under aediculae: a fragment 
with red embroidery band, a double yellow fillet, and a corner blue-ground vignette with Cupid (83.
AG.222.12); two ceiling fragments with octagons, one inscribed with a Cupid holding two sticks and a 
situla (83.AG.222.5), one with a Psyche and unidentified attribute (83.AG.222.7).
18 On the vignettes as Fourth Style motifs: Ling 1972, 45 and Ling 1999; Blanc 1995a, 13.
19 For the Roman monochrome friezes on purple-red background at Oplontis: Clarke and Muntasser 
2018. The miniature friezes on yellow or black-ground should rather be interpreted as a separate 
category in light of the fact that their figures are usually sketched with multiple colors rather the sole 
white pigment. They are however listed as monochromes, for instance, in Milliez 2014, 33-35.
20 Little is published on the Delian friezes. A short overview of the fragments of white-on-dark 
monochromes from the Granite Palaestra and House VI O in the Theater quarter can be found in 
Bruno 1985, 42-54, and most recently in Miller 2014, 212-214 (with additional figures). It should be 
noted that some of these monochromata reveal colored details for the figures, calling again for a 
distinction between ‘pure’ white monochromes and multiple-colour friezes
21 Plin. N.H. 35.64, as cited in Bruno 1985, 45-46.
22 Bruno 1985, 45-46.
23 On Roman cameo glasses as inspired by Hellenistic hardstone cameos: Roberts et al. (2010) 19. The 
cobalt-blue hue was artificially created by Roman glassmakers: Wight 2011, 56. Manipulating and 
counterfeiting gems and precious stones by overpainting, alteration of color or mixing with different 
materials seems to have been common practice among Roman artisans (Plin. N.H. 37.119). Examples 
of instructions and recipes are preserved, for instance in the Stockholm papyrus (P. Holmiensis); see 
Jansen 2008.
24 Roberts et al. 2010, 11-12, 15-16, 23; Whitehouse 1991, 31-32. 
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elaborate process of creation, cameo glasses remained prized collector’s items throughout 
the Julio-Claudian and up to the end of the first century CE.25 Evidence in the decoration 
of a nymphaeum in Nero’s Domus Transitoria (54-64 CE) corroborates the presumed origin 
of the vignettes as cameo-like imitations: here they take not only the form of miniature, 
three-dimensional stucco plaques – reminiscent of the larger cameo glass slabs emerged, 
for example, from the House of Fabius Rufius (VII 16, 22) in Pompeii – but also of gem-
like roundels made of iridescent-blue glass paste (fig. 37).26 Despite the Augustan dating 
of cameo glasses, however, examples of painted imitations before the Neronian period 
which can be traced back with the same degree of confidence to cameo glasses are rare, 
if not absent. The Second Style friezes mentioned earlier lack the same cobalt-blue 
background of the vignettes, generally preferring a purple-red color. A series of white-
on-blue rectangular panels with floral and Egyptianizing motifs from the Villa of the 
Farnesina in Rome (cubicula B and D) or a series of panels with Cupids from a Second Style 
space in Oplontis (room 14; fig. 39) have often been interpreted as imitations of cameo 
glasses.27 The creation of the decorative apparatus of the Villa of the Farnesina, however, 
has now been convincingly placed between 42 and 28 BCE, and the decoration in Oplontis 
dated to around 50 BCE.28 Both were thus executed before the production of Roman cameo 
glasses had even begun. Rather than derived from cameos, these panels were thus more 
likely created as imitations of Greek and Hellenistic painted stone reliefs.29 Larger panels 
on blue or red background, indeed, make their comeback in Fourth Style decorations, with 
the white figures generally made out of stucco, as a separate motif than the white-on-blue 
vignettes, underlying the existence of two separate ornamental traditions, although one 
may still have influenced the creation of the other (only within this second decorative 
tradition we see the use of the same cobalt-blue background lacking from the Second 
25 On the laboriousness of the production process, see Whitehouse et al. 2007, 60-73. On cameo glasses 
as valuable collectables (at present, only 377 cameo glass artifacts have been recorded): Roberts et al. 
2010, 12, 17.
26 For the cameo plaques currently preserved at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, see 
Harden et al. 1987, 70-73, nr. 32. For the decoration in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria, 
especially room A4 (Museo Palatino, accession number 381404, vignettes and medaillons on cobalt 
blue-ground) and room A2 (in situ, medaillons on a yellow-ground): Bastet 1972, 67-68; Ling 1991, 
87-88, fig. 91; Allroggen-Bedel 2004, 163-165; Bragantini 2011, 190-201; Tomei 2011a, 129-131, figs. 13-18; 
Bragantini 2014, 338-342.
27 They are described as cameo glass plaques in van Aerde 2015, 147, fig. 46 (Villa of the Farnesina); 
Milliez 2014, 37, fig. 12 (Oplontis). More generally, on cameo glass plaques: Roberts et al. 2010, 14 
(however with an erroneous indication of the painted marble plaques from the garden room in the 
House of the Golden Bracelet in Pompeii (VI 17, 42) as an imitation of cameos at pages 17-18).
28 For the dating of the decorations in the Villa of the Farnesina: Mols and Moormann 2008, 77-80; 
Pensabene 2017, 81. For the dating of the decoration at Oplontis, Villa A, triclinium 14, east wall 
(Second Style, reconstructed in situ; on the west wall is a Third Style duplication of the pre-existing 
decoration): Clarke 2015, 105-107, figs. 12-14.
29 Moormann 1988, 36-39. Similar stucco plaques are present in the decoration of the vault in the garden 
room of the House of Livia at Prima Porta: Gasparri and Paris 2013, 386-387, no. 278. If we exclude the 
unique Second Style example of the two griffins from the eponymous house on the Palatine (room 2, 
ca. 80 BCE), these imitations of stone reliefs had started to be imitated in painting around the mid-
first century CE. On the House of the Griffins and its decoration, see in particular: Rizzo 1936; Barbet 
1985, 78; Tybout 1989, 373-375; Pensabene 2017, 3-14; 
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Style miniature silhouette friezes).30 One of the earliest examples of this comeback and 
intermixing of stucco and painting as imitations of stone reliefs comes from the Golden 
Vault in Nero’s Domus Aurea, believed by scholars to have been painted by Fabullus (or 
Famulus) himself, the artist accused by Pliny of having incarcerated his art in Nero’s 
house, later replicated, on a smaller scale, on the vault of the room of the Iliac Shrine from 
the eponymous house in Pompeii. 31 Often overpainted if not covered with gold leaf, this 
type of decoration cannot be treated exactly as monochromatic. 
Having set aside erroneous interpretations of cameo glasses in Roman wall paintings, the 
miniature white-on-blue vignettes remain the first recorded example of this fine material 
reproduced within a painted decoration, an imitation that is only made clear through the 
lens of the ornamentation in Nero’s residence, where the vignettes are created in stucco 
and glass paste. Later, they will only be found in their derivative, painted form, as in the 
Getty fragments, where they maintain the lack of calligraphic details inherent to stucco, in 
contrast to the precision of cameo glasses.32 A favorite in earlier Fourth Style decorations, 
these vignettes, however small, can be treated as significant markers of the Neronian 
artistic milieu.33 They function as a revival of the exceptionally lavish cameo glasses of 
the Augustan age mediated by the contemporary experiments of cross-contamination 
between painting and stucco that marked the art of the mid-first century CE.34
4 | A fragment with the Muse Urania
In the Getty assemblage, another fragment denotes a revival of Augustan motifs displayed 
in a manner characteristic of Fourth Style decorations. The fresco shows the Muse Urania 
floating on a white uniform background and carrying her common attributes, a radius 
30 For the gold traces: Payne and Booms 2014, 117-16. On the decorations: Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 
56-58. Traces of gold leaf were also recently found on two stucco reliefs on blue ground said to come 
from the Domus Aurea: Lemmer-Webber 2013, 81.
31 Plin. N.H. 35.120. Esquiline pavilion, room 80 (Volta dorata): Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 205-
208. On Fabullus/Famulus as the artifex of this room: Dacos 1968, 210-226; Meyboom 1995, 229-245; 
Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 61-62. House of the Iliac Shrine (Pompeii, I 6,4), room (e) (after 62 CE): 
Nicole Blanc 1995a, 14; Blanc 1995b, 87-90.
32 The circumstance that medallions and vignettes in the Domus Transitoria and Aurea were created 
out of stucco or glass paste rather than real cameo glass may corroborate the hypothesis that the 
production of this exceptional type of artifacts had already ceased by the mid-first century CE. On 
the pivotal role of Neronian residences for the development of decorations intermixing stucco and 
painting, Blanc 1995a, 15. Unfortunately, the poor state of preservation of the wall paintings in the 
Esquiline Pavilion of the Domus Aurea limits our knowledge of the full extent of the decorative 
apparatus.
33 Blanc 1995a, 13; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 88.
34 On the dissolution of boundaries and reciprocal influence between stucco and painting, and the 
central role of Neronian art: Mielsch 1975, 40- 41; Ling 1991, 97; Blanc 1995a, 12-15; Meyboom and 
Moormann 2013, 88-89. See for example the crafty stuccoed and painted miniature friezes with white 
vegetal and animal motifs on red or blue-ground created by the artisan known as tector aux cygnes 
et aux dauphins in the House of the Vettii in Pompeii and derived from the Second Style painted 
miniature friezes: Blanc 1995b, 80-95. On the same motifs in Hellenistic art: Alabe 2002, 255.
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and the globe (fig. 40).35 In its present state, the fragment lacks further ornamental details, 
making it difficult to establish its position on the wall or its connection with the other 
pieces. As anticipated above, however, its iconographic content is perfectly in line with 
the theme of the other fragments, as Muses appear often associated with Dionysian 
representations on Roman walls such as those of the three fragments with aediculae.36 
Again a decoration from the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria, a frieze with a 
Dionysiac procession, is an excellent example of this connection between the god and 
Melpomene’s daughters.37 The frieze and a specific set of Fourth Style Muses, moreover, 
share one peculiar attribute with the Getty Muse, its feather headdress. This attribute, 
later canonized in the form of one or three feathers, is only known in this luxuriant, 
crown-like form from the frieze in the Domus Transitoria (possibly a prototype) and 
from two exceptionally unique representations in the House of the Vettii and the House 
of the Golden Bracelet in Pompeii.38 A creation by the same, high-quality workshop, 
known as ‘Bottega dei Vettii’, the Pompeian specimens are currently dated to the years 
between 62 and 79 CE.39 The fluttering veil and unusual nudity of the Getty Muse show 
an additional contamination with the representation of Maenads and more specifically 
of the Summer season (as derived from Neo-Attic models) in Fourth Style decorations.40 
The contamination is indicative of the fact that we are in the same artistic milieu which 
created the frieze in Rome and filled the Fourth Style walls of private houses around the 
Empire with the representation of Muses and Seasons. 
At last, another unusual detail, namely the shoes worn by the Muse in the Getty panel, may 
be interpreted, although with extreme caution, as a possible indication of provenance: 
whereas Pompeian floating figures typically display bejeweled or bare feet, closed-
toe shoes seem to be more frequently attested in provincial creations.41 A provincial 
production would be an intriguing suggestion, even though the shoes alone do not 
provide any definite proof. 
5 | A ceiling panel interpreted as Dionysos and Ariadne
As seen above, the three panels with figures under aediculae as well as the fresco with 
the Muse Urania exhibit stylistic and iconographic details that place their production 
35 Accession number 83.AG.222.1; not on view. Dimensions: 50 × 31 × 8 cm.
36 For an overview of Muses in Pompeii: Moormann 1997, 97-102.
37 Raimondi Cominesi 2018a (see in this volume chapter 2, article 3).
38 For the feather headdress in the frieze in the Domus Transitoria: Raimondi Cominesi 2018a, 472-474, 
figs. 3-5. For the attribute in Pompeii, House of the Vettii, peristyle (I): PPM V, 1994, 510, 513, fig. 71; 
Pompeii, House of the Golden Bracelet (VI 17, 41), triclinium (19): PPM VI, 1996, 67-68.
39 Esposito 2007, 157-158.
40 For the type: Raimondi Cominesi 2018a, 474-475 (see in this volume chapter 2, article 3).
41 The closest comparison would be a floating Maenad with fluttering veil from Narbonne, Clos de 
la Lombarde, maison à Portiques, from the ceiling in room H (end of the first century CE): Barbet 
2008, 327, fig. 497. Similar shoes are also worn by female figures from Magdalensberg (20 BCE), see 
Baldassarre et al. 2002, 119-127, and a second Muse in the collection of the J. Paul Getty Museum 
Collection (accession number 70. AG.92; provenance unknown).
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within the Fourth Style. They additionally show a connection with the developments and 
content of Neronian art, thus providing a terminus post quem. The fresco panel with the 
so-called representation of Dionysos and Ariadne (83.AG.222.3.1) displays an even closer 
association to the earlier/central phases of the Fourth Style (fig. 41).42 The yellow-gold, 
lace-like embroidery bands framing the floating pair at the center finds a comparison 
with the earlier prototypes of filigree borders, specifically used within ‘tapestry panels’, 
also known in scholarly literature as Vorhänge: large, scalloped panels mimicking the idea 
of curtains and screens hanging from the walls, also used for the decoration of ceilings.43 
This type of decoration, known as Tapestry Manner, was characteristic of the earlier period 
of the Fourth Style, usually dated to before 62 CE, even though the use of filigree borders 
extended beyond this date.44 The filigree border in the Getty panel differs however from 
Pompeian examples for its lack of transparency: the openwork pattern is in fact painted on 
a yellow base rather than the white background of the panel. A suggestion could be made 
that this may be indicative of a later production (after 62 CE) or a regional variation. 
Also typical of the tapestry manner, and more generally of Fourth Style decorations, are 
the sets of floating figures, often couples, placed at their center. The figures usually consist 
in generic representations of Maenads and Satyrs, as it is the case, for example, of a set of 
tapestry panels from the House of the Vettii (triclinium p).45 That a generic representation 
of a Satyr and a Maenad may also be discerned in the Getty fresco, rather than an image 
of Dionysos and Ariadne, is more likely. As in all other Fourth Style examples, the couple 
carries Dionysiac attributes (a drinking horn and a wine cup) but more specific attributes 
that may signal the presence of the god are here absent.
6 | Conclusions
To conclude, it seems evident that the study of fragmentary frescoes, even when 
disjointed in separate units and deprived of their original context, can convey significant 
information about the social and artistic environment which created them, adding useful 
insight to museum records. Within the group of frescoes from the J. Paul Getty Collection, 
a certain thematic and stylistic consistency has emerged and significant links have been 
drawn between the pieces, calling for a more thorough investigation, especially with 
regard to their provenance. From the present study, it has emerged that the pieces here 
considered generally display a Fourth Style decoration. However, striking similarities 
with decorations from the area of Pompeii, such as the Muses with feather headdresses 
from the House of the Vettii and the House of the Golden Bracelet, or the figures under 
42 Dimensions: 94 × 93 × 6 cm. Marks on the surface of this panel are currently described as fingernail 
impressions but might also be signs left by the short stick (similar to the maulstick of modern 
painters) used by Roman painters to support the drawing hand: Barbet 2000, 171-172. 
43 The filigree border in the Getty panel may be compared with type 80d (group IX, demi-cercles) in 
Barbet 1981, 922-924, 973-974, fig. 22.
44 Clarke 1991, 166-176; Ling 1991, 71-75, 78-82. See also Archer 1990, 95-100.
45 Ling 1991, 78-79. The figures are interpreted as Satyrs and Horae in Peters 1977, 106. Seasonal attributes 
can indeed be discerned. 
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aediculae in Oplontis, carried out between 62 and 79 CE, may allow to suggest a tentative 
creation within the same artistic milieu and connect it by means of subject matter and 
style to the Neronian artistic milieu, and the early Flavian decorations influenced by it.46 
A revision of museum records, where the fresco fragments are only broadly dated to the 
years 1-100 CE may be suggested, narrowing it down to at least the years 40-100 CE.
The recurrent parallelisms with the decorations in Nero’s residences testify, moreover, 
of the pivotal role of imperial patronage in establishing trends and of a shared language 
between different social strata. In this context peculiar iconographies are introduced; new 
technologies experimented; genres and media cross-contaminated. The content of the 
language reflected in the Getty panels – an incessant replication of the pleasures brought 
over by the god Dionysos and embodied in their association with Muses and Seasons – is a 
trademark of Neronian art. Although firmly anchored in Augustan trends (cameo glasses; 
Neo-Attic iconography), this artistic semantics is nonetheless a quintessential Neronian 
creation, with its own value and its own meaning within the different context in which it 
is produced.47 As retro as it may have been, the art of the mid-first century CE successfully 
left its own peculiar mark on the general atmosphere of the Roman Empire and the houses 
of its inhabitants, as well reflected by the fresco panels in the collection of the J. Paul Getty 
Museum.48
46 On the difficulty of dating the Fourth Style merely on stylistic bases beyond the fixed reference points 
of 62 and 79 CE, and on the non-developmental character of this style: Archer 1990, 117-120.
47 On the originality and creativity of Fourth Style repetitions of the previous styles: Archer 1990, 122.
48 On wall painting as social markers and a reappraisal of their periodization only based on the ‘Four 
Style’ division, see recently Bragantini 2014, 359-362; also, Moormann 2018a, 396-400.
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Figures chapter 2  
FIGURE 17  Plan of the nymphaeum in the Domus Transitoria © de Vos 1995, fig. 63.
FIGURE 18  The nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria as reconstructed by C. E. Evans © Bastet 1971, fig. 6..
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FIGURE 20  The nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria as reconstructed by C. E. Evans © Bastet 1971, fig. 6..
FIGURE 19  Plan of the nymphaeum ‘sotto il Parco di Traiano’ © Bizzarri Vivarelli 1976, pl. V.
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FIGURE 21  Watercolour drawing of the ceiling in room A2 in the nymphaeum in the Domus Transitoria © Miranda 
2000, fig. 99..
FIGURE 22  Segment of the ceiling decoration from 
cryptoporticus 92, Domus Aurea, Esquiline Wing. Watercolour 
drawing by L. Cartocci, 1913 © Courtesy of E. M. Moormann. 
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Figure 24  Panel from a frieze depicting the arrival of Penthesilea from Pompeii, House of the 
Cryptoporticus (I 6, 2) © Papini 2009, fig. 4.
Figure 23  Decoration from the ceiling decoration in room A4 in the nymphaeum of the Domus 












































































































































































































































FIGURE 28  Pompeii, House of the Golden 
Bracelet, (VI 17, 41) triclinium 19. The Muse 
Euterpe with feather headdress © Ciardiello 
2006, 109.
FIGURE 27  Detail from the frieze in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria with the Muse Clio. MANN, 
inv. no. 8909 © Courtesy of Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali e del Turismo – Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Napoli Photo by the author..
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FIGURE 29  Detail from the frieze in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria with the Muse Melpomene 
and figures with feather headdresses. MANN, inv. no. 8913 © Courtesy of Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività 
Culturali e del Turismo – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli Photo by the author.
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FIGURE 31  Detail from the frieze in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria with the personifications 
of Summer and Autumn. MANN, inv. no. 8909 © Courtesy of Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali 
e del Turismo – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli Photo by the author.
FIGURE 30  Detail from the frieze in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria with the personification 
of Spring and Winter (?). MANN, inv. no. 8913. © Courtesy of Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali 
e del Turismo – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli Photo by the author.
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FIGURE 32  Detail from the frieze in the nymphaeum of the Domus Transitoria with the suggested 
personification of Aion. MANN, inv. no. 8913 © Courtesy of Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali e del 
Turismo – Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli Photo by the author..
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FIGURE 34  Old Silenos with Kantharos and 
Thyrsos, fresco panel. Los Angeles, The J. 
Paul Getty Museum, inv. no. 83.AG.222.2  
© Digital image courtesy of the Getty's 
Open Content Program.
FIGURE 33  Maenad holding a dish, fresco panel. Los Angeles, The J. Paul 
Getty Museum, inv. no. 83.AG.222.4.2 © Digital image courtesy of the 
Getty's Open Content Program..
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FIGURE 36  Detail of fresco with aedicula. From Oplontis 
(Torre Annunziata), Villa A, room 8 © Image courtesy of 
Regina Gee, The Oplontis Project.
FIGURE 35  Maenad with offerings, 
fresco panel. Los Angeles, The J. Paul 
Getty Museum, inv. no. 83.AG.222.8 
© Digital image courtesy of the 


























































































FIGURE 38  Detail of a frieze from Delos, House VI O in the theater. © Image courtesy Delos Museum (TK).
FIGURE 39  Detail of fresco with sectilia. From Oplontis (Torre Annunziata), Villa A, room 14, E wall © Image 
courtesy of Regina Gee, The Oplontis Project.
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FIGURE 41  Dionysos and Ariadne (so-called), fresco panel. Los 
Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum, inv. no. 83.AG.222.3.1.© 
Digital image courtesy of the Getty's Open Content Program..
FIGURE 40  Draped Female Holding an Orb and a Wand 
(Urania), fresco panel. Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, inv. no. 83.AG.222.1 © Image courtesy of  
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The past is not destroyed by the present but survives in it as a latent force. 
No phase of history should be treated as irrevocably finished 
 
E. Wind, Art and Anarchy, 16
1 | Introduction
At the moment of his ascension, Vespasian faced a dilemma shared by his opponents of 
the year 68-69 CE: what was to be done with the memory of Nero? Crucially he understood, 
unlike Otho or Vitellius, that Nero’s claims to power did not lie in his persona but rather in 
his family. Nero was, after all, the last existing link to Augustus, at a time when a connection 
with Augustus remained the strongest (if not the only) claim to the imperial seat. In order 
for the Flavians to rise, Nero had to fall but not his heritage. The Flavians, thus, exploited the 
memory sanctions against Nero, declared hostis by the Senate, as positive reinforcements 
to replace him as member of the Julio-Claudian family. By doing this, they validated the 
new dynasty by anchoring it to the Augustan line, now cleaned of Nero’s negative deeds.1 
The image of Nero, instead of being radically obliterated, as it might have been expected, 
was taken over and reshaped by the Flavians, a reformulation so successful that it was then 
perceived as eradication. Examples of this policy of appropriation rather than elimination 
affected many aspects of Flavian rule, both material and immaterial, as recently discussed 
in the work of scholars such as Eric Varner and Harriet Flower.2 As appropriations we 
should read, for example, the Flavian revival of Julio-Claudian style portraiture, with the 
specific tendency to rework portraits of Nero into representations of Vespasian, Titus and 
Domitian, when not of Augustus and Claudius. The latter especially was elevated to the role 
of ‘official’ predecessor to the Flavian emperors (fig. 42; see page 167).3
The aim of this paper is to analyse the impact of Nero’s memory, and the actions taken by 
the Flavians to reinforce it or erase it, on the Palatine hill, where Nero’s residences had once 
stood, first the Domus Transitoria, followed by the so-called Domus Aurea. Nero’s dwellings 
had dominated and shaped the entire space of the hill and surrounding areas, and each 
Flavian emperor dealt in his own way with the physical remains, the innovations, and the 
memory of Nero in this crucial part of imperial Rome. There as well Nero was replaced by 
the Flavians not through destruction, as Republican customs would have allowed, but by 
making sure that a sense of continuity with the Julio-Claudians and their presence on the 
Palatine was safeguarded.4 
1 On Nero as hostis: Suet. Nero 49.2; Dio. 63.27.2b. See de Jong and Hekster 2008, 88-89; Flower 2006, 199; 
Champlin 2003, 1-9, 49-51. The declaration of hostis does not imply any official memory sanction, and 
it remains doubtful whether one was ever issued against Nero; see Champlin 2003, 29-30. On memory 
sanctions as means to assure continuity: Omissi 2016, esp. 174-175; Whitling 2010, 88. 
2 Varner 2017; Flower 2006, esp. 199-275 (Flavian period).
3 Boyle 2003, 5; Varner 2000, 12, cat. nos. 27-28. On the two portraits of Nero re-carved as Vespasian at 
the Cleveland Museum and The Walters Art Museum in Baltimore: Pollini 1984. The exploitation of 
the image of Claudius was also carried out through the completion, for example, of the Templum Divi 
Claudii on the Caelian Hill: Flower 2006, 209.
4 On destruction of private dwelling versus continuity of use during the Republic and the empire: 
Davies 2000, 37-38.
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2 | The Palatine under the Julio-Claudians
The Palatine had been the preferred residential quarter of the Roman aristocrats well 
before Octavian Augustus came to power.5 It is thus not surprising, as sketched above, 
that before 36 BCE Octavian himself acquired a series of properties on the same hill and 
turned them into his main residence. Following aristocratic traditions, the Augustan 
complex consisted of a series of separate units used as official living quarters by his close 
family members.6 The main characteristic of Augustus’ complex-unit were its links: first, 
to the hut of Romulus (before 36 BCE); then, to the temple of Apollo Palatinus (after 36 
BCE), dedicated by Octavian Augustus to his divine protector; and finally, to the domus 
publica, the functions of which were transferred from the Forum Romanum and the 
House of the Vestals to the Palatine residence. The connection with the Palatine and its 
Augustan ‘lieux de mémoire’ and charged spaces was, however, seemingly abandoned by 
Tiberius.7 Augustus’ successor and adoptive son preferred the peace of his Capri retreat, 
Villa Iovis, where he retired in 27 CE, to the chaos of the city. On the Palatine, however, he 
left his nephew Caligula, the next Julio-Claudian emperor in line, residing in what was 
the first nucleus of the Domus Tiberiana, situated on the northern slope of the hill and 
facing towards the Forum Romanum.8 Indeed, in 38 CE Caligula is described in a fragment 
of the acta fratrum Arvalium as sacrificing to the gods ‘domo sua quae fuit Ti. Caesaris avi’, 
in the house that had been Tiberius’.9 The building, to be identified now with the Domus 
Gai, underwent significant expansions under Caligula, once he became emperor, with 
the addition of a new monumental entrance through the Temple of Castor and Pollux 
in the Forum.10 By the time of this emperor’s demise, however, the Palatine residence 
still consisted mainly of separate units, as testified by the historian Flavius Iosephus. 
In reference to Caligula’s death, he wrote that each Roman emperor had been ‘building 
his own house (domus) next to the ones already in existence’.11 Despite a first attempt at 
monumentalizing part of the buildings on the Palatine, therefore, it seems that in 41 CE 
the complex still retained a somewhat fragmented status, even though the association of 
the hill with the Julio-Claudians was seemingly established by this point. It was only with 
Claudius that the first platform for the erection of a more unitarian complex was created 
on the site of the Domus Tiberiana.12 And although archaeological proof remains elusive, 
to Claudius belongs as well the layout of a more structured political and bureaucratic 
apparatus encircling the emperor, now firmly located on the Palatine. 
5 For an overview of aristocratic domus on the Palatine around the mid-first century BCE: Papi 1998.
6 Papi 1998, 47. On the Augustan complex, most recently: Pensabene 2017; Coarelli 2012, 347-395; 
Raimondi Cominesi 2018b (see in this volume chapter 1).
7 On the religious and traditional component of the Palatine as exploited by Augustus: Wulf-Rheidt 
2012a.
8 For the Domus Tiberiana, I refer to the publications by his excavator, Clemens Krause, among which: 
Krause (1994); Krause 1995; Krause 2004.
9 CFA 12 c, 2.38-44; as cited in Coarelli 2012, 456.
10 Suet. Cal. 22.2; Dio 59.28.5. See Coarelli 2012, 457; Hurst 1995.
11 Ios. Ant. Iud. 19.117. As translated in Sojc et al. 2012, 114. See also Cecamore 2002, 218-220; Krause 2009, 
264.
12 Tomei and Filetici 2011, 118-120. Also, Coarelli 2012, 463-464; Krause 1995, 195.
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With the emperor Claudius, the Palatine thus acquired a more definite political function, 
but it was only with his successor, Nero, that the novelty of an actual unitarian complex 
was introduced. According to Suetonius and Tacitus, Nero’s first residence, known as 
Domus Transitoria, encompassed the Palatine and Esquiline Hill up to the Gardens of 
Maecenas: Palatium et Maecenatis hortos continuaverat (fig. 43).13 Although the definition 
of ‘transitoria’ is debated, with many scholars interpreting it as a reference only to a new 
building connecting the two hills, allowing the visitor to ‘transit’ from the Palatine to the 
Esquiline Hill, it remains true that Nero’s imperial residence extended well beyond the 
limits of the Palatine. It was meant to unify the buildings on the Esquiline (it is irrelevant 
whether pre-existing or not) to the ones on the Palatine, while covering both sites.14 
Neronian structures erected before the fire of 64 CE, which Nero took as a chance to build 
an even grander residence, have survived only in part but they have nonetheless been 
documented and appear to encompass various locations on and around the Palatine Hill. 
They are the remains of a nymphaeum under the triclinium of the Domus Flavia;15 a series 
of interventions in the Domus Tiberiana (period II, phases II.1-2) and a group of structures 
beneath the Aula Regia;16 a few traces at the junction between Nova via and clivus Palatinus, 
as well as on the Velia, under San Pietro in Vincoli.17 The existence of a pre-64 CE phase for 
the pavilion on the Oppian Hill remains debated.18 Nonetheless, even though the pavilion 
might have only been created after the fire, it still proves than in the turn of a few years 
Nero’s architects, Severus and Celer, had conceived a project which expanded beyond the 
limits of the Palatine Hill and incorporated whatever property there was around it.19
By 68 CE, although not completed, Nero’s residence had come to encompass not only 
the Palatine Hill but it certainly stretched towards the Esquiline, the Velia, and the 
Caelius (fig. 44). In the valley between the hills, Nero had built not only his vestibule, 
at the junction between the Sacra via and the road running from the Circus Maximus to 
the Esquiline, but an artificial lake as well.20 Possibly more similar to a basin than an 
actual lake, with porticoes all around it, the ‘Stagnum Neronis’, as it is known from ancient 
13 Tac. Ann. 15.39.1. Also, Suet. Nero 31: ‘Domum a Palatio Esquilias usque fecit, quam primo transitoriam, 
mox incendio absumptam restitutamque auream nominavit’. According to Suetonius (Nero 38), Nero 
watched the fire of 64 CE from the Horti Maecenatis: ‘Hoc incendium e turre Maecenatiana prospectans’.
14 For the Domus Transitoria only as connective building: Champlin 1998a, 333. The term transitorium 
is used for the first time in reference to Nero’s domus and only appears a second time to describe 
Domitian’s new forum (Forum Transitorium, subsequently renamed as Forum Nervae): Champlin 
2003, 269; Bauer and Morselli 1995, 307-311. See also in this volume Chapter 2.
15 Here chapter 2, articles 2 and 3. For the early Neronian dating of the nymphaeum: Carettoni 1949, 
66-70, 77; Cassatella 1986, 535-539; Cassatella 1990b, 166; Tomei 2011a, 123-135.
16 Knell 2004; Krause 2004, 116-117; Tomei 1996, 186-189.
17 Here Nero may apparently have included in his new residence the remains of his paternal dwelling 
(Domus Ahenobarbi): Beste 2011, 154; Coarelli 2001, 228-229; Perrin and Royo 2009, 51
18 In favor of a pre-64 CE phase for the Oppian pavilion (especially the west wing) are, among others, 
Fabbrini 1986; Ball 1994; Beste 2011, 154. More cautious in drawing a distinction between a pre- and 
post-fire fase are Meyboom and Moorman 1993; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 19-22; Moormann 
1995.
19 For Severus and Celer as magistri and machinatores of the Domus Aurea (Tac. Ann. 15.42), possibly also 
of the Domus Transitoria: Ball 1994, 231-233.
20 Panella 2011. 
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sources, nonetheless ‘looked like a sea’ – ‘mari instar’.21 The reference was probably to the 
other stagna artificially created in Neronian residences, the one at Baiae in particular, 
but also in the large complex at Subiaco.22 Beside the ‘lake’, the three residences had in 
common a well-manufactured rendition of nature, with green fields, vineyards, pastures 
and woodlands (‘rura insuper arvis atque vinetis et pascuis silvisque varia’), all within the 
limits of the imperial property.23 The presence of this artificial nature would not have 
been surprising at Subiaco, which is located in the countryside (in Rome’s hinterland). 
It was, however, quite unusual in villa maritima such as the one at Baiae, and absolutely 
unprecedented in Rome beyond the space of the horti.24 Next to its size, the peculiarity 
of Nero’s residence in Rome was thus that for the first time it transferred the pleasures – 
and extravaganzas – of Roman otium villas to the heart of the city on such a monumental 
scale (fig. 45).25 The eighty hectares park, as described by Andrea Carandini, thus included 
a domus-villa on the Palatine and a villa-domus on the Esquiline.26 A monstrosity in the 
eyes of Nero’s contemporaries, with Nero accused of having turned the entire city into 
his house.27 According to Suetonius, there had been “nothing (…) more ruinously wasteful 
than his project to build a house extending from the Palatine to the Esquiline”.28 In the 
emperor’s eyes, however, only now had he started to live like a man – quasi hominem 
tandem habitare coepisse.29
21 Suet. Nero 31: item stagnum maris instar, circumsaeptum aedificiis ad urbium speciem. For its translation 
as “sembrava un mare”, see first Zevi 1996; followed by Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 16-17.
22 A reference to ‘stagna Neronis’ is in Mart. Lib. De Spect. 2.5-6. For the lacus Baianus (a natural inlet 
shaped by an artificial canal and architectonic structures: Tac. Ann. 14.4) and its likeness to the 
stagnum in Rome: Zevi 1996. For the constructions in the villa at Subiaco: Tomei 1984; Mari 2015.
23 Suet. Nero 31. On the Domus Aurea designed as a park, see in particular Viscogliosi 2011.
24 For the villa at Subiaco as antecedent for the ‘artificial nature’ of the residences in Baiae and Rome, 
and the silva at Baia as represented in a series of late-antique pilgrim flasks produced in Puteoli 
(carrying the legend STAGNV (m) PALATIV(m) and STAGNV(m) NERONIS BAIAE): Mari 2015; Zevi 
1996. For the connection of both lake and crafted nature to Hellenistic royal paradeisoi: Gros 2009, 
92. On the aristocratic domus in the Horti already conceived as villae, Cic. Ad Quint. fratr. 2.4.14: nunc 
domus suppeditat mihi hortorum amoenitatem. As cited in Settis 2002, 41.
25 Lafon 2001, 83.
26 Carandini 1990, 13-14.
27 Suet. Nero 39. 2: Roma domus fiet: Veios migrate, Quirites, / si non et Veios occupat ista domus; Tac. Ann. 
14.37.1: totaque Urbe quasi domo uti; Mart. Lib. De Spect. 2.4: ‘unaque iam tota stabat in urbe domus’. Plin. 
Nat. Hist. 36.111: Bis vidimus urbem totam cingi domibus principum Gai et Neronis, huius quidem, ne quid 
deesset, aurea. As in Champlin 1998a, 333, note 6; see also Elsner 1994, 117; von Hesberg 2004, 61-62. 
The concept of Nero’s home coinciding with the city should not be surprising if we believe Suetonius 
when he says that Nero had planned to rename Rome Neropolis, following Greek-Hellenistic customs: 
Suet. Nero 55.1; see Welch 2018.
28 Suet. Nero 31: Non in alia re tamen damnosior quam in aedificando domum a Palatio Esquilias usque fecit.
29 Suet. Nero 31. Suetonius’ remark on Nero living “like a man” is discussed in Moormann 1995.
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3 | The Palatine under the Flavians before 81 CE
Following Nero’s death, work in the imperial domus was resumed by Otho: the short-lived 
emperor is said to have invested fifty million sestertii towards the completion of Nero’s 
project.30 For this act he was posthumously condemned and the house was left once 
again incomplete. The house had not appeared ‘suitable’ to Galeria, Vitellius’ wife, when 
the imperial couple had taken up residence in it. As far as the story goes, Galeria seems to 
have found the house ‘ugly’ and ‘unadorned’.31 As both Otho and Vitellius were positioning 
themselves in Nero’s footsteps, the house (and their living in it) might have been part of a 
rehabilitation process of Nero’s image. Such a policy might have seconded the favour of the 
plebs towards the later emperor. Indeed, their appreciation of the imperial residence may 
have differed from that of the senatorial élite, whose houses had been confiscated to make 
space for Nero’s ‘grand’ plan, as it did their regard for the emperor himself.32 Nero in fact 
had remained a popular figure among his subjects, as proved for example by the recurrent 
appearance, up to twenty years after his death, of a series of impostors, or ‘false Nero’s’.33
As Vespasian needed to distance himself from his two ‘predecessors’ of the year 69, he 
may have regarded Nero’s house as off-limits, despite the close ties between Augustus 
(Vespasian’s model) and the area of the Palatine. Indeed, Vespasian’s first action had been 
to break off the continuity of Nero’s house from the Palatine to the adjacent hills, and 
erect a series of new buildings as replacements to the previous entertainment pavilions: 
the Amphitheatrum Flavium, in the depression between the Velia, the Esquiline and the 
Caelian hill; the Temple of Divus Claudius, on the Caelian; the Forum Pacis, in the area 
of the former macellum taken over by the Domus Aurea (fig. 46). The Amphitheatre filled 
in the space that had been destined to the stagnum Neronis (yet to be completed), and 
resuming a project that had already been initiated by Augustus, as Suetonius informs 
us.34 The Templum Divi Claudii rested on the remains of a nymphaeum already destined 
by Nero to be the basis for the temple of this adoptive father; the project, never finished, 
was resumed and monumentalized.35 All three examples display a clear plan of claiming 
back the space appropriated by Nero’s residence by making it public again. According to 
Martial, they belonged by right of the law and traditional customs “to the people of Rome” 
and had now been returned to it.36 
30 Suet. Otho 8, 18; also, Sue Otho 71, on the occupancy of the house after Nero: Ball 1994, 227; Meyboom 
and Moormann 2013, 1; Shotter 2008, 123.
31 Dio 64.4.1-2; as in Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 1. Dio’s account does not necessarily refer to the 
Esquiline Wing, as is frequently assumed. 
32 For the displacing of the élites rather than the ordinary citizens after the fire of 64 to make way 
for Nero’s new residence: Flower 2006, 230-232; von Hesberg 2004, 61-62. On the moralistic 
condemnation of Nero’s private way of life and his house, despite it being a continuation of the Julio-
Claudian villa culture: Elsner 1994, 112-127.
33 Champlin 1998a, 108; Champlin 2003, 1-35; Flower 2006, 200-201.
34 Suet. Vesp., 9. On the project of the stagnum: Suet. Nero, 31.
35 Constructions for the temple of the deified Claudius were started by Agrippina but interrupted by Nero, 
according to Suet. Vesp. 9. See Buzzetti 1993; Darwall-Smith 1996, 48-55; Moormann 2003, 383-385.
36 Mart. De Spectaculis, 2.11-12: “Now Rome is restored to Romans”; as translated by Cooley 2015, 196. The 
reference is to the Amphitheatrum Flavium. See also, Vasta 2007, 122. 
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With such actions, Vespasian surely underlined the assumption that Nero’s residence 
was not meant to be accessible to his subjects but had been rather designed for the sole 
amusement of the emperor. The new emperor was thus feeding into the image of Nero’s 
excesses and bad rule, and purposefully made into a spectacle his repurposing of the 
area. Yet, there remained some elements of continuity, for example if we believe that the 
area of the stagnum had also been conceived by Nero as a space for the entertainment 
of the populace.37 Tacitus, indeed, accuses Nero of having turned Rome’s plebs into 
his necessitudines, his intimate friends.38 Nero’s Colossus was rather repurposed than 
removed, with the portrait of the deceased emperor turned into a representation of 
Apollo-Sol.39 The whole area, effectively, remained an imperial property and was never 
returned to the people of Rome nor to those senators who had lost their lands to Nero’s 
expropriations.40 According to P. J. E. Davies, the Flavian building programme in Rome 
might indeed be interpreted as an improvement and a rehabilitation of spaces rather than 
a mere ‘anti-Neronian manifesto’.41 One of the most spectacular achievements of Neronian 
architecture, for instance, remained untouched during the Flavian period. I am referring 
to Nero’s public baths in the Campus Martius, the Thermae Neronianae, which maintained 
their standing and their name under the Flavians, possibly due to their already public 
function, but even more likely for their enormous popularity.42 Nero’s bath had been a 
throve of innovations, and the first to offer better amenities, more bathing comfort, glass 
windows, larger spaces to the masses.43 The role of next “provider of baths” was then taken 
up by Titus, who may have restored the baths of Agrippa, located in the Campus Martius 
next to Nero’s.44 Martial’s comment on Nero’s baths is emblematic of their impact (Epigr. 
7.34.4-5): Quid Nerone peius / Quid thermis melius Neronianis? ; “What is worse than Nero / 
What better than his baths?”.45
37 De Jong and Hekster 2008, 88; Flower 2006, 230. On the accessibility of Nero’s horti to the public: 
Moormann 2003, 387. On the symbolic connections between Colosseum and Domus Aurea, see Welch 
2007, esp. 158-162.
38 Tac. Ann. 15.36.3. As cited in Champlin 2003, 206.
39 The corona radiata of the Colossus recurs in Vespasianic coins: Elsner 2003, 216; Mar 2009, 316. Of 
a different opinion Flower 2006, 229, for whom the statue never represented Nero. On the Equus 
Domitiani and his similarities to the Colossus, showing a certain continuity between Neronian and 
Flavian Rome: Muth 2010 488-493; followed by Moormann 2019.
40 Flower 2006, 232.
41 Davies 2000, 42; see also Mar (2005) 1 42-143. In the same line might be viewed the inauguration in 
95 CE of the Via Domitiana, from Puteoli to Sinuessa, portrayed by Statius (Silv. 4.3) as a successful 
version of Nero’s canal project: Flower 2006, 256.
42 On Nero’s bath complex: Nielsen 1990, vol. 1, 45-46, vol. 2, 2 (C.2); Ghini 1999b; See additionally, Davies 
2000, 31; Fagan 2002, 11-112, 123; Moormann 2003, 378.
43 The advancement in engineering technologies, for instance in the construction of vaults, made 
monumental enterprises such as Nero’s baths more affordable, thus prompting a booming of thermae 
and large-scale buildings in the Neronian period: Wulf-Rheidt 2012c; Flohr 2016, 22.
44 Fagan 2002, 112. The Thermae Agrippae had to be repaired after the fire of 80 CE (Dio 66.24), and the 
fact that Martial mentions them as being quite frequented (3.20.15; 36.6) points towards a Flavian 
restoration. For the Baths of Agrippa, see Ghini 1999a.
45 As cited in Elsner 1994, 119.
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None of the new Flavian constructions, moreover, interfered with the buildings on the 
Palatine Hill. On the contrary, the breaking off of the previous units of Nero’s house 
served the purpose of bringing back the focus to the Palatine alone by confining there 
all of its functions. Vespasian does not appear to have claimed the space of the Palatine 
for himself: he preferred to conduct his life in the area of the Quirinal, between the 
Horti Sallustiani (inherited, as emperor, from the Julio-Claudians) and his former house 
on Pomegranate street.46 There he is said to have carried a ‘frugal lifestyle’, somewhat 
reminiscent of Suetonius’ ideal characterization of Augustus’ house and way of life.47 His 
house was, moreover, accessible to “anybody who desired to see him, not only senators 
but also people in general”, in apparent contrast to Neronian habits.48 According to Boyle, 
the function of Augustus’ Temple of Apollo Palatinus as a dynastic temple was mirrored 
by Vespasian in the newly built Templum Pacis (similarly equipped with libraries) in the 
heart of the emperor’s personal forum.49 There, Vespasian offered to public view Nero’s 
magnificent collection of art, taken from his house and now exhibited as some kind of war 
spolia.50 Both house and temple appear, somehow, as dislocations, or rather copies, of the 
Palatine, in ways all connected to the figure of Augustus and his manner of self-display. 
Vespasian’s house is presented as the abode of a ‘modest’ lifestyle, as Augustus’ had been;51 
the Temple of Peace functioned as dynastic temple, a symbol of the power of the emperor 
and a display of his interests. Indeed, what Vespasian’s house and temple seem to take away 
from the Palatine is its connotation as the emperor’s private dwelling, and how he wished 
to be seen. Vespasian’s example of setting his own private dwelling away from the Palatine 
and redesigning the area around this hill was followed by his son Titus, who is believed 
to have taken up residence, once his family came to power, in a complex along today’s Via 
Merulana, not far from the Neronian pavilion on the Oppian hill. Archaeological remains 
confirm that significant interventions were carried out during the Flavian period in the 
area of Nero’s complex and surrounding horti. For example, it is in the area of the Horti 
Maecenatis (already a property of Tiberius) that the famous statuary group of the Laocoon 
46 On the Horti Sallustiani as imperial patrimonium, possibly acquired by Nero: Miller 1977, 23; Talamo 
1998; Hartswick 2004, 10-12, 100, 155 no. 85 (CIL XV 7270a); Acton 2011, 108.
47 Dio 65.11.1: τό τε σύμπαν τῇ μὲν προνοίᾳ τῶν κοινῶν αὐτοκράτωρ ἐνομίζετο, ἐς δὲ δὴ τἆλλα πάντα κοινὸς 
καὶ ἰσοδίαιτός σφισιν ἦν; “In short, he was looked upon as emperor only by reason of his oversight of 
the public business, whereas in all other respects he was democratic and lived on a footing of equality 
with his subjects.” On Augustus’ modesty and humilis domus: Suet. Aug. 72-73. See Flower 2006, 209. 
On Vespasian ‘frugal’ life, especially in comparison to Nero: Acton 2011, 106-108.
48 Dio 65.10.4. As cited in Millar 1977, 23.
49 Darwall-Smith 1996, 55-68, 73; Coarelli 1999; Coarelli 2009, 71-75; Boyle 2003, 5.
50 On Nero’s art collection as war spolia: Boyle 2003, 5. On the works of art owned by Nero: Moormann 
2003, 381-382. See additionally Welch 2007, 157-158 on the public access to Nero’s collection in his 
domus. On the Flavian display in the Templum Pacis, see also Bravi 2009, esp. 177.
51 On Augustus’ frugal life and modest living: Suet. Aug. 72.1.
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was found, the same group that, according to Pliny, belonged to the Domus Titi.52 In the 
same area Titus built his private baths, known as Thermae Titi, which he wished would 
open at the same time as the amphitheatre (they did).53 The baths, of which little survive, 
have also been connected to the Esquiline wing of the Domus Aurea, with some scholar 
suggesting to interpret Titus’ baths as a persistence of the baths of Nero’s house.54 The 
mention in Dio (66.15.3-4) of Titus scandalously living ἐν τῷ παλατίῳ, in the palace, with 
Berenice, sister of Herod Agrippa, king of Judaea, sometime in the 70’s, when she had 
come to Rome, should be taken with caution: Dio’s choice of words may simply have been 
influenced by the later identification of the imperial palace with the Palatine. Titus and 
Berenice may equally have shared the same roof in the domus on the Esquiline hill. 55
By locating their private abodes away from the hill, the Flavians were able to dissociate 
themselves from Nero’s monumental complex, much disliked by the Roman élite. 
However, if on one side the Palatine had become the embodiment of Nero’s arrogance, it 
was also the place chosen by Augustus to set up his seat of power, making it essential for the 
Flavians to deal with the memory of Nero if they wanted to preserve the one of Augustus. 
While the surrounding area was repurposed, Neronian structures on the Palatine escaped 
strict sanctions, as would have been allowed by Republican custom (for example by 
levelling it to the ground or at least leaving it uninhabited), and the hill continued to be 
used by the Flavians.56 Cassius Dio informs us that Vespasian “lived but little in the palace, 
spending most of his time in the Gardens of Sallust”.57 The statement, though failing to 
provide any detail on the standing of Vespasian on the Palatine, informs us that the official 
residence was indeed considered to be located there. The same can be inferred from 
Suetonius’ remark that Vespasian once had a dream which took place in the vestibulum 
of his Palatina domus.58 Under this emperor, therefore, it seems that the Palatine lost its 
connotation as the main private residence. It retained, however, the symbolic meaning 
of being the emperor’s seat. A more private domestic dimension away from the Palatine 
was thus implemented by the Flavians alongside their official living arrangements on the 
52 Plin. N.H. 36.4.37: sicuti in Laocoonte qui est in Titi imperatoris domo. For the identification of the 
find place of the Laocoon (currently preserved at the Vatican Museums, inv. no. 1059) with the Horti 
Maecenatis rather than the Domus Aurea, as previously believed: Häuber 2006; Slavazzi 2007; Parisi 
and Volpe 2009. For the Horti Maecenatis as part of Nero’s residential complex (Tac. Ann. 15.39.40): 
Häuber 1996; Moormann 2003, 386. On the standing of the Domus Titi, the Thermae, and the Flavian 
dating of parts of the Esquiline wing, where Flavian interventions maintained the same orientation 
of the preceding Neronian buildings: Ball 1994; Fabbrini 1995, 61; Caruso 1999, 66-67; Caruso and 
Volpe 2000, 50-56; Ball 2003; Boyle 2003, 11; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 2. 
53 For the erection of new bath under Titus: Dio 66.25.1; Suet. Tit. 7.3. As cited in Fagan 2002, 112. On the 
Thermae Titi, see Nielsen 1990, vol. 1, 46-47, vol. 2, 2 (C.3); Wulf-Rheidt 2012c, 3 fig. 2c, 11-13.
54 For this theory, see first, Nielsen 1990, vol. 1, 46-47; followed by Coarelli 2001, 211. See also Champlin 
1998b, 342.
55 Acton 2011, 109.
56 On the power of the sanctioned lingering through the emptiness of the house: Davies 2001, 38. Also, 
Elsner 2003, 219. On the reuse of the hated and rearrangement of charged spaces: Elsner 2003, 224-225.
57  Dio 65.10.4.
58 Suet. Vesp. 25. The vestibulum may have been that of the Domus Tiberiana or Gaiana: Iacopi and Tedone 
2009, 245, note 11.
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Hill.59 Such repurposing would justify Domitian’s presence on the hill as early as the year 
69, when, Tacitus informs us, he had taken up ‘the seat and the name of Caesar’.60 In the 
Chronicle of 354, Domitian’s “palace” is cited as one of the emperor’s public works.61 The 
two source seem to indicate that with the Flavians, and Domitian in particular, the Hill 
was given a more unified and prominent institutional function.
In recent years, a construction phase has been identified that follows the construction of 
Neronian buildings on the Palatine and predates the monumental complex commissioned 
by Domitian once he became emperor. Ulrike Wulf-Rheidt and Evelyne Bukowiecki have 
recently published a convincing article in which they challenge the notion that Domitian’s 
palace was the result of a uniform project started in 81 CE and completed by the date of the 
emperor’s death in 96. By studying a series of brick stamps collected in the south-eastern 
area of the Palatine as well as in the constructions in opus testaceum that pertain to the 
Flavian buildings of the Domus Severiana, the ‘Gardenstadium’, Domus Augustana and 
Domus Flavia, the two authors have concluded that Domitian must have incorporated into 
his new residence parts of previous Flavian structures.62 The example is also illustrative 
of an additional, significant phenomenon observed by Wulf-Rheidt and Bukowiecki: the 
lay-out of Domitian’s palace as it has been described by modern literature not only owned 
part of its elements to architectural interventions dating prior to 81 CE, but it was also 
consistently modified both by Trajan and Hadrian.63 Many of the features believed to be 
characteristic of Domitian’s time, such as the connection between the imperial residence 
and the Circus Maximus, were in reality introduced only later, while a series of terraces 
and rooms opening towards the Circus were already implemented during Nero’s reign.64 
Additional pre-Domitianic interventions are attested around the Aula Regia (Domus 
Flavia) and on the platform of the Domus Tiberiana.65 Although the question remains open 
with regard to the extent to which the Neronian project of the Domus Aurea on the Palatine 
had been completed by the time of Vespasian’s rise to power, the early-Flavian building 
59 In addition to Vespasian’s Quirinal domus and Titus’ own private dwelling on the Palatine, Domitian 
is said to have frequently resided and even conducted public affairs in his Albanum retreat (Castel 
Gandolfo): Darwall-Smith 1994; von Hesberg 2006; von Hesberg 2009. See also Mar 2009, 334.
60 Tac. Hist. 4.2: Nomen sedemque Caesaris Domitianus acceperat. As in Iacopi and Tedone 2009, 242; 
Krause 2009, 264. Domitian’s stay on the Palatine might have been short-lived or at least only 
connected to official duties, as he seems to have moved back into his father’s household already in 70 
CE: Suet. Dom. 2.1, as cited in Acton 2011, 109-110.
61 Chronicle of 354, part 16; as in Jones 1992, 81; Cooley 2015, 191.
62 Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 329-331 (Domus Severiana); 345-348 (Gardenstadium); 367-371 
(Domus Augustana: Sunken peristyle); 385-386 (Domus Flavia). For a reappraisal of Domitian’s palace as 
a project developed in different phases, see also Wulf-Rheidt 2015. On the Palatine under Vespasian, 
see also Mar 2005, 142-153, figs. 75-80.
63 Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015; Wulf-Rheidt 2015.
64 For the Neronian structures: Cassatella 1990a; Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 415-416. For the 
Trajanic interventions on the façade towards the Circus Maximus: Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 2018, 166-
168; Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 291-292.
65 For the area around the Aula Regia: Iacopi and Tedone 2009. For the area of the Domus Tiberiana: 
Krause 1994; Krause 2009; also, Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 6-8.
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phase on the hill displays a certain coherence with recognized, pre-existing Neronian 
structures. This is the case, for example, with a series of peristyles which replaced Nero’s 
porticus triplices miliariae but maintained the same orientation.66 The alignment was 
dropped in the later project.
4 | The Palatine under Domitian after 81 CE
A   The new Domus Flavia, Augustana and Severiana
When Domitian succeeded his brother in 81 CE there seems to have been no doubt that he 
would continue to reside on the Palatine. Conveniently for the new emperor, in 80 CE a fire 
had spread over the hill, destroying much of what was left of Nero’s buildings, together 
with the interventions carried on between 69 and 80 CE. Like Nero after the great fire of 
64 CE, Domitian seized this opportunity to build a grander, newer residence, a task which 
he entrusted to the architect Rabirius (fig. 47).67 Domitian’s palace was indeed impressive 
in its innovations, but it was more of a work-in-progress than a clearly defined project. 
This interpretation leaves space for Neronian models, which had profoundly shaped the 
outlook of the Palatine, to have influenced also the creation of Domitian’s palace. Evidence 
seems to indicate that Domitian’s architect must have had a thorough knowledge of the 
vast project of the last Julio-Claudian emperor, and parts of its ground plan were integrated 
in the new living quarters and taken as inspiration for the novel project of the Palatine 
domus.
Correspondences can be found in various elements. First of all, for instance, in the 
separation between two seemingly separate units, one known as Domus Flavia, the other 
as Domus Augustana, to which we can now add the area of the so-called Domus Severiana as 
part of the Domitianic project. The Domus Flavia is commonly indicated as the residence’s 
pars publica, with larger-built rooms, the Domus Augustana, and now the Severiana as 
well, as its pars privata, with smaller rooms and panoramic triclinia.68 Following Paul 
Zanker, room functions cannot be interpreted unanimously, and the private and public 
sphere of a residence might not have been so strictly differentiated: Domitian, as the other 
emperors before him, is said to have received senators in his cubiculum and embassies in 
the gardens.69 However, Nero’s residence was also most likely divided into a more public 
section for official receptions, possibly represented by the building components on the 
Palatine, and a more private unit, which could be identified with the area of the pavilion 
on the Oppian hill.70 This division might have been replicated on the Palatine when 
the residence was once again limited to the perimeter of this hill. The existence of two 
66 Iacopi and Tedone 2009, 241-242; also, Coarelli 2009b, 86-90.
67 For the duration of Domitian’s project and the official inauguration of the new residence in 92 CE: 
Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015, esp. 418; Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 3.
68 Darwall-Smith 1996, 209-212; Packer 2003, 194-197; Vössing 2004, 267; Wulf-Rheidt 2012a, 106-108; 
Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 7; Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 2018, 160-162.
69 Suet. Dom. 37. As cited in Zanker 2002, 111. 
70 Moormann 1998, 451.
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separate areas thus poses interesting questions about accessibility, court protocols, and 
architectonic models. 
B   Ground plan and architecture
The well-known but understudied Domus Flavia and Domus Augustana, and with them 
the area of the Domus Severiana, have become the subject of German research over the last 
two decades under the guidance of Ulrike Wulf-Rheidt and Natasja Sojc, who have both 
published various important studies, and a few co-edited volumes.71 According to the 
German researchers, the area of the south Peristyle in the Domus Augustana in particular 
appears to be the result of an integration of its ground plan with the pre-existing Neronian 
and early-Flavian structures. It was also the first area of the new Domitianic residence to 
be built.72 It was in this area, closer to the temple of Apollo and the House of Augustus, that 
Nero had built a series of garden reception areas, among which the so-called ‘nymphaeum 
of the Domus Transitoria’.73 Found in the eighteenth century under a vast water-work, 
seemingly belonging to the second phase of Neronian buildings on the Palatine, the area 
of the nymphaeum was finally occupied by the Triclinium of the Domus Flavia.74 The 
nymphaeum was most likely obliterated by the fire of 64 and therefore, probably, never 
seen by Domitian, which might explain why the new Flavian units built on top have a 
slightly different orientation. What is interesting, however, is that the nymphaeum-
triclinium belonged to an area characterized by porticoes, greenery and water games, in 
addition to a larger aula, which we find replicated in the Domus Flavia, where we see the 
construction of the Aula Regia and the Coenatio Iovis, also a garden triclinium. We can 
therefore conclude that this sector of the Palatine kept the same destination as before. 
Natasja Sojc convincingly argues that this section of the Domus Augustana, which she 
dates to the early Flavian age, served as a rather public space, with cenationes of various 
dimensions to accommodate guests in a flexible way, according to the number invited.75 
This means that the emperor could invite as many people as he wanted, but divided 
them over adjacent rooms, next to the principal cenatio. In the Domus Augustana we have 
three rooms in one row which exemplify this use, but the principle of using triplets or 
even larger numbers of adjacent rooms for receptions is also clear in what remains of the 
Domus Aurea (fig. 48). The octagonal hall in the Domus Flavia, in particular, has a strong 
71 See in particular Sojc 2012a; Sojc 2012 b; Sojc et al. 2012; Wulf-Rheidt and Sojc 2009.
72 Sojc 2005-2006, 345-348; Iacopi and Tedone 2009, 240-244; Wulf-Rheidt and Sojc 2009, 268-269; Sojc 
2012b, 23; Pflug 2012, 70-72; Pflug 2013, 190-193; Pflug 2014, 365-367; Wulf-Rheidt 2014, 11-12; Wulf-
Rheidt 2015, 6-8; Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 417-418; Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 2018, 166. Less 
conclusive for the precise dating of the pre-Flavian constructions in this area is the study of brick 
stamps: Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 366-367.
73 See in this volume chapter 2, articles 2 and 3. For the positioning of the nymphaeum in the area of the 
Temple: Carandini 2011, 139, fig. 3. The connection with Augustus’ original domus was retained in the 
name Domus Augustiana or Augustana that marked the whole area and only later was circumscribed 
to one part of the Flavian residence. See, for instance, Mar 2005, 166-167; Coarelli 2012, 494.
74 For the nymphaeum: Carettoni 1949; Cassatella 1986; Cassatella 1990b; de Vos 1995; Tomei 2011a. For 
the Flavian Triclinium: Gibson et al. 1994.
75  ojc 2005-2006, 344-349. Also, Pflug 2014, 374-378; Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 6-7.
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affinity with the Neronian octagonal room (128) on the Oppius, a prominent space in 
the pavilion, for a long time interpreted by modern scholarship as the famous praecipua 
cenationum rotunda mentioned by Suetonius. The four triclinia, radially placed around 
room (128) ‘return’ in the Flavian palace.76 Besides the ground plan, the affinity between 
the octagonal suites in the Oppian pavilion and in the Flavian palace extends to the use of 
a dome as ceiling, an innovation of Neronian domestic architecture: the use of a dome to 
cover an octagonal space is unprecedented before the appearance of such an architectural 
innovation in the Esquiline wing of the Domus Aurea, and its replication in the octagonal 
room in the Flavian residence (fig. 49).77
Certainly, Domitian also created larger dinner spaces in the Domus Flavia (namely the 
rooms now knows as Aula Regia, Basilica, and Lararium), which we do not know from the 
Golden House.78 The rooms in the Oppius pavilion, indeed, do not exceed 100 sqm., while 
the Aula Regia, the largest of the rooms in the Domus Flavia, measures over 1000 sqm.79 
The larger and more official reception halls of Nero’s residence, however, could have been 
accommodated on the Palatine, where we simply do not have enough archaeological 
remains dating to Nero’s time to prove it.80
Turning now to the exterior appearance of the new Domitianic residence, the buildings of 
the south Peristyle display surprising differences in shape between the exterior and the 
interior of the room: the outside may have given the suggestion of rectilinear walls, the 
inside contained curved walls, niches and the like.81 This characteristic was long-believed 
to be an innovation of Flavian baroque architecture. It is, however, no Flavian invention, 
as the same interplay between plain façade and lively interior is already present in some 
of the rooms preserved in the Neronian Oppius pavilion: the suite of rooms along the 
south-side of the peristyle, for instance, has alternating apsidal and rectangular niches. 
In the section of room (86) and surrounding spaces we observe inserted niches and 
semi-circular walls constructed within rectangular spaces. As for the exterior façade of 
the Domus Augustana and Flavia, a recent reconstruction by Ulrike Wulf-Rheidt shows a 
combination of portico and large windows comparable to the one in the Oppian pavilion 
76 Sojc and Winterling 2004, esp. figs. 6 and 7; Sojc 2005-2006, 340.
77 For a more general comparison between domes and vaulted ceilings in the Neronian and Flavian 
complexes, and the history of this technology, see Wulf-Rheidt 2012c, esp. 2: “As far as palaces are 
concerned, no dome constructions are yet known to us from the pre-Neronian era, either on the 
Palatine or in the imperial villas outside Rome. It can therefore be assumed that spaces covered by 
domes first appeared in palatial architecture during Nero’s reign.” For the dome in the octagonal 
room of the Domus Aurea, see in particular p. 5. For vaulted and domed ceilings as a Neronian 
innovation, see additionally Ball 2003, esp. 24, 259.
78 For the Domus Flavia, evidence shows that unlike what happened in the area of the Domus Augustana, 
the pre-existing Neronian and early Flavian structures appear to have been completely obliterated 
without influencing the design of the new rooms: Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 385-386. For a 
preliminary study of the over 50 rooms of the Domus Flavia: Sojc et al. 2012.
79 The Coenatio Iovis equally reaches 800 square meters: Wulf-Rheidt 2015 10-11. For a description of 
spaces and their measures in the Oppian pavilion, see Moormann 1998. 
80 For the pre-Domitianic architectonic remains: Cassatella 1990a; Cassatella 1998.
81 Sojc 2005-2006, 339-350.
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(fig. 50).82 There, no satisfactory reconstruction can be made due to the Trajanic additions 
to the exterior, which obliterated the original outlook; at the same, time, however, the 
visible fuga of door openings connecting the preserved rooms makes it possible to suggest 
a playful use of space through the implementation of attractive views and widening of 
space such as it was replicated in Domitian’s rooms (fig. 51).83
The design presents a good reflection of villa architecture with panoramic views, a 
comparison used by Natasja Sojc to explain the similar outlook of the Domus Augustana.84 
It would be hard to believe that Domitian and his architect Rabirius were not aware of the 
connection already existing between the Domus Aurea and villa architecture. Although the 
term was first used by Martial in an epigram describing Domitian’s palace, the model of the 
rus in urbe was in fact introduced by Nero into the urban context of Rome, his house having 
been repeatedly associated with the villae maritimae in Baiae, with the stagnum Neronis 
replacing the lacus baianus.85 The same model that was repeated in the row of triclinia of the 
Domus Severiana faced not only towards the Circus Maximus, as did the Domus Flavia and 
Augustana, but also, and most interestingly, onto a pond, with windows opening directly at 
the level of the water surface (fig. 47).86 Nero’s and Domitian’s Rome were thus intermixed. 
The key element in both cases was a quest for scenic openings, where the emperor could 
not only see his subjects, but more importantly he could be seen by them. Pliny’s definition 
of Nero as imperator scaenicus could just as well apply to Domitian, the more so since 
Domitian as well did not refrain from carefully staging his image as emperor.87 When 
Statius, a contemporary author, describes a Saturnalia banquet in which he took part in the 
new imperial house, Domitian appears, in the flattering words of the poet, to be playing the 
role of a god, remote and inaccessible on his ‘pedestal’.88 Another memorable (more private) 
dinner party was held in a room decorated like a cemetery.89 Ultimately, it is significant that 
in Pliny’s Panegyricus to Trajan the two figures, of Nero and Domitian, appear similarly (and 
negatively) depicted. In retrospect, they must have showed more correspondences than 
Domitian might ever have consciously intended to display.
C   Garden architecture
Part of the ‘scenic’ programme was additionally represented in both houses, Nero’s and 
Domitian’s, by the implementation of garden architecture, and the use of innovative 
panoramic solutions. In the Domus Aurea, the most spectacular of these innovations 
82 Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 8, fig. 5.
83 Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 22.
84 Sojc 2005-2006, 342, fig. 3. The author curiously, overlooks the example of the Golden House as a 
precedent.
85 Mart. 12.57.21. The expression was first used in connection with Nero’s domus Aurea in Boëthius 1960, 
205.
86 The pond was surrounded by a 4.50 m-wide columned porticus: Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 11-12, fig. 8 (with 
a comparison to the Domus Aurea); Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 2018, 161. A columned porticus of 4 m also 
encircled Nero’s stagnum; see Medri 1996; Panella 2011, 166. 
87 Plin. Paneg. 46.4. As cited in Edwards 1994, 83.
88 Stat. Silvae 6.1.
89 Dio, 67.9. See Frederick 2003, 211-213.
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must certainly have been the rotating dining room, which Suetonius describes as follows: 
praecipua cenationum rotunda, quae perpetuo diebus ac noctibus vice mundi circumageretur 
(Suet. Nero 31). For a very long time, this room has been interpreted as a sort of planetary 
room with a moving ceiling or dome, singled out to be the octagonal room in the Oppius 
pavilion, because of features such as the dome with the oculus, and the fact that the room 
looked completely unadorned.90 This attribution, however, soon met with scepticism due 
to the fact that the building in question would have been too remote from the centre of the 
complex, which must always have been the Palatine. For that reason, it could not have been 
the principal (praecipua) dining room. Recently, the excavations by the École française de 
Rome on the site of the so-called Vigna Barberini, the north-eastern area of the Palatine, 
just beyond the actual remains of the Domus Flavia, have unveiled an imposing Neronian 
structure, which has been interpreted as the substructure of the praecipua caenationum, 
a proposal advocated by Françoise Villedieu in recent publications.91 According to this 
very plausible reconstruction, it was not the dome which was moving, but rather the floor, 
enabling the entire room, and the diners in it, to move with it and have a 360° view over 
the stagnum Neronis, all the way towards the Colli Albani, the Palatine, and the valley of the 
Forum.92 As the floor must have been made out of wood, nothing of it remains today.
We are not informed of what happened to this construction after Nero’s death, if the 
building was torn down on purpose for its ideological implications or if it was affected 
by the fire of 80 CE, or even if the blame is really to be put on an earthquake, as it has been 
suggested by the French excavators.93 What we do know is that it did not exist as part of 
Domitian’s complex, but it is interesting to note that the terrace maintained the same 
orientation as Nero’s and was likewise occupied by a garden. Under Domitian, the terrace 
was embellished by a ‘hanging garden’, surrounded by porticoes and ending in a large 
semicircle, forming an impressive façade (comparable to that of the Domus Augustana) 
towards the valley of the Colosseum.94 A suggestive interpretation locates here the famous 
Adonea (a garden with planted pots) where Domitian, according to Philostratus, had met 
with the philosopher Apollonius of Tyana.95 Water basins, vivaria, and a green garden 
were also featured in the single-storied cryptoporticus that characterized the Flavian 
phase of the ‘Gardenstadium’.96 All in all, it is evident that a relationship between Nero’s 
architecture and that of the Flavian palace, in its different phases, existed. 
90 Among others, Prückner and Storz 1974 (with bibliography).
91 Villedieu 2010; Villedieu 2011a; Villedieu 2011b; Villedieu 2012.
92 Tomei 2011a, 134. 
93 Villedieu et al. 2007, 97. No clear traces of fire have been found which can be connected to the fire of 
64 CE. See also Coarelli 2012, 503.
94 Villedieu et al. 2007, 98-99; Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 12.
95 Phil. Vita 7.32.1. As cited in Villedieu 2001, 71-72. For an overview of the discussion regarding the 
location of the Gardens of Adonis or aulé Adonidos: Coarelli 2009, 90-93; Coarelli 2012, 515-532.
96 Riedel 2008; Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 12.
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D   Main entrance 
In addition to the example presented earlier, Domitian chose to retain the main entrance 
to his palace in the same location as Nero’s, at the entrance of the Via Sacra, in the north-
eastern slope of the Palatine. Interestingly for our research, the entrance to the imperial 
residences on the Palatine had been continuously shifting with Domitian’s predecessors. 
Augustus planned for his house mainly to be viewed, and possibly accessed, from the 
Forum Boarium, exploiting the historic significance of this site. Caligula subverted the 
Augustan relation of a house-temple complex (with the house subordinate to the Temple 
of Apollo), and turned the entrance of a temple (Castor and Pollux in the Forum Romanum) 
into the vestibulum of his house. Claudius probably kept Augustus’ crowned entrance, but 
as he also created the first nucleus of the Domus Tiberiana, another access and focus point 
should be located in this area.97 Finally, Nero had moved the main forecourt of his house to 
the opposite side of the hill, at the location of ancient Palatine gate. Closer to his artificial 
lake, this entrance was intended to serve as the focal point of his multiple complex unit. 
This is where he placed his magnificent Colossus. While Domitian proceeded to build a 
new, spectacular ramp connected to the area of the Domus Tiberiana, where the entrance 
to Caligula’s and Claudius’ complexes was located, he also most likely kept the entrance 
first engineered by Nero as the main entrance to his own new complex.98 This entrance 
coincided with the traditional access way to the Palatine from the Forum, through the 
clivus Palatinus. In Nero’s case its connection with the heart of his urban park was evident; 
with Domitian, things are a little more uncertain, as the entrance has not been yet clearly 
located nor the buildings around it entirely excavated.99 The shift towards the same area 
of Nero’s monumental entrance, however, seems to have been inevitable, as the centre of 
Flavian Rome coincided with the area covered by Nero’s house. A new entrance here would 
have been another step towards the appropriation of Neronian Rome.100 Along the via Sacra 
and on the road leading up to the Palatine, in fact, Domitian completed and erected three 
arches celebrating his family (the arch in Sacra Via summa to divus Vespasianus; the arch to 
divus Titus; the arch to the living Domitian, at the entrance to his domus) (fig. 52).101 Despite 
being positioned on the Via Sacra, these arches should be viewed, effectively, as part of 
97 On Claudius hanging a corona navalis next to Augustus’ corona civica: Suet. Claud. 17.5; as cited in 
Coarelli 2012, 397-398 (area Palatina). The entrance to the Domus Tiberiana is referred to as ‘postica 
pars Palati’: Suet. Otho 6.2; also, Suet. Claud. 18.2: posticum; Tac. Hist. 1.27; Plut. Galba 24.7. As cited in 
Coarelli 2012, 399.
98 Wiseman 1987, 411; Packer 2003, 177-178.
99 See for example: Finsen 1969, 8; Zanker 2002, 107-108; Zanker 2004, 96; André et al. 2004, 119-121; 
Mar 2009, 257-261; Wulf-Rheidt and Sojc 2009, 269; Sojc et al. 2012, 116-117. It has been recently and 
tentatively suggested to interpret the structures between the Domus Flavia and the Vigna Barberini, 
the so-called ‘no man’s land’, as the vestibule to Domitian’s residence: Wulf-Rheidt 2012b, 99-105; 
Wulf-Rheidt 2014, 8-9, fig. 3; Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 9-10.
100 On Neronian changes to the Sacra via, with the first phase of a porticoed road: Carandini et al. 2011, 
144. On Vespasian’s alteration to the area of the Via Sacra in order to regain the space occupied by the 
Neronian vestibule: Coarelli 2012, 474-486, esp. 478.
101 On the interpretation and positioning of the arches, as represented on the relief of the Haterii 
(Vatican Museums, inv. no. 9998): first, Coarelli 1983, 26-27; followed by Torelli 1987, 573-579. For a 
more recent discussion of the status quaestionis: Coarelli 2009, 86-90; Coarelli 2012, 478-483. See also 
Mar 2005, 163-166, figs. 86-87.
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the entrance way to Domitian’s residence, celebrating his dynasty rather than military 
triumphs.102 All connected to adjacent Augustan monuments, the three arches were also, 
significantly, linked to Domitian’s rebuilding of the Augustan Meta Sudans, located at the 
junction between the clivus Palatinus and the road connecting the Circus Maximus to the 
Esquiline Hill.103 The Meta, as the arches, functioned as new topographical markers at the 
site of the Neronian stagnum and Colossus, now rebranded in connection with the first 
emperor as the preferred model for Vespasian and his sons.104
E   Decorations
Another form of correspondence is to be found in the decorative apparatus. The bare walls 
of the Flavian buildings on the Palatine have long been known to have been clad with 
mortar as a support for marble veneer. In some sections remains of wall paintings were 
found, on top of a high bare piece of wall, therefore once again illustrating the presence 
of marble slabs.105 The use of marble as decoration in the Flavian residence is confirmed 
by a passage in Suetonius’ Life of Domitian, where it is said that the emperor had the walls 
of a peristyle covered with lustrous phengite marble.106 From Pliny we know that this 
particular stone was discovered in Cappadocia during Nero’s reign and used in his aurea 
domus.107 
Indeed, the use of marble cladding in the Golden House has long been established, 
and if we look at a map of the decorative apparatus in the 140 rooms of the Oppian 
pavilion we will notice a distribution of marble veneer that can be explained by taking 
into consideration the hierarchy of the rooms.108 The walls of the largest and centrally 
positioned rooms were decorated with marble veneer only, whereas there was a degrading 
102 Coarelli 2012, 482.
103 On the Flavian meta sudans as emerged from recent excavations: Panella 1996a; Panella 1996b; Zeggio 
and Pardini 2007. For its value within the Flavian building programme, among others: Torelli 1987, 
573; Darwall-Smith 1996, 216-217; Mar 2009, 328; Torelli 2016; Moormann 2019. In Longfellow 2011, 37, 
it is suggested that the construction of the meta may have been already initiated by Titus. 
104 On the pre-existing Neronian structures in relation to the Flavian Meta Sudans, see Panella 2011. 
For Augustan public building programmes as model for the Flavians, see also the dedication of the 
sodales Titi to the emperor as “conservator of public ceremonies and restorer of temples” (CIL VI.934): 
Torelli 1987, 574; Coarelli 2009b, 69. More generally for Flavian architectonic connections to Augustan 
Rome, see Packer 2003.
105 Rooms 334 and 340 (latrine): Sojc 2005-2006, 340, fig. 2; Pflug 2012, 57; Sojc 2012b, 23, figs. 10 (room 
334) and 11 (room 340). For a comparison between room 340 and room 71 in the Oppian pavilion of 
the Domus Aurea (Flavian period), see Esposito and Moormann in press. For the decoration in room 71 
alone: Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 189-190.
106 Suet. Dom. 14.4: Tempore uero suspecti periculi appropinquante sollicitior in dies porticuum, in quibus 
spatiari consuerat, parietes phengite lapide distinxit, e cuius splendore per imagines quidquid a tergo fieret 
prouideret.; “He became more anxious day by day as the time of the danger he suspected grew near. 
So, he put a facade of phengite stone on the walls of the portico where he usually walked, so that he 
could see in advance, from reflections in its polished surface, whatever might happen behind him.” 
As translated by Frederick 2003, 211.
107 Plin. N.H. 36.163.
108  eters and Meyboom 1993, 60, fig. 1; Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 71-73.
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scale in the rooms’ importance in accordance with the degrading amount of marble 
applied. The same may have counted for the decorations of floors with opus sectile in the 
most prominent rooms rather than opus tessellatum mosaics which occur in rooms of 
secondary order: precious fragments of opus sectile floors found on the Palatine probably 
testify to similar floors in Nero’s properties. Nero must have been the first, at least the first 
we really know, to have used marble veneer on such a very large scale, and not only in his 
second residence, but already in his first, as attested by the decoration in the nymphaeum 
of the Domus Transitoria.109 With its floors in opus sectile, its marble-clad wall, the tarsiae 
(marble figurines inserted in the marble veneer of the walls), and its painted decoration 
confined to the ceilings and the springer of the vaults, the nymphaeum is a perfect 
example of Pliny’s statement that marble had completely overshadowed painting as the 
preferred form of decoration:
(…) primumque dicemus quae restant de pictura, arte quondam nobili—tunc cum 
expeteretur regibus populisque—et alios nobilitante, quos esset dignata posteris tradere, 
nunc vero in totum marmoribus pulsa, iam quidem et auro, nec tantum ut parietes toti 
operiantur, verum et interraso marmore vermiculatisque ad effigies rerum et animalium 
crustis.
“(…) and first we shall say what remains to be said about painting, an art that was formerly 
illustrious, at the time when it was in high demand with kings and nations and when it ennobled 
others whom it deigned to transmit to posterity. But at the present time it has been entirely ousted 
by marbles, and indeed finally also by gold, and not only to the point that whole party-walls are 
covered—we have also marble engraved with designs and embossed marble slabs carved in 
wriggling lines to represent objects and animals.”110
Wall-paintings, now made less relevant, appear to have then continued the style of 
Neronian decorations, making it difficult to draw a clear line between Neronian and 
Flavian enterprises.111 Other fruitful comparisons between Domitianic and Neronian 
decorations can be deduced by studying Neronian private buildings outside Rome, 
such as Nero’s suburban villas at Subiaco and Arcinazzo, both located in the immediate 
surroundings of the city. Investigations on both sites have been conducted in the past by 
Maria Antonietta Tomei, who fittingly compared the decoration of the exedra in Domitian’s 
Palatine residence with the decoration of a room in the villa at Arcinazzo.112 Once again, we 
see elements developed at Nero’s time make their way into Domitianic buildings.
109 Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 74-76; Tomei 2011, 129; Bragantini 2011, 193-196.
110 Plin. N.H. 35.2. On the decoration in the Palatine nymphaeum: Carettoni 1949; Dohrn 1965; Bastet 1971 
and 1972; de Vos 1990; de Vos 1995; Bragantini 2011; Tomei 2011a. See in this volume chapter 2, article 2.
111 Moormann 2018b, 11. For an overview of Flavian wall-paintings in the Oppian pavilion, Domus Flavia 
and Domus Augustana, see Esposito and Moormann in press. For post-Neronian decorations in the 
Esquiline building, see also Meyboom and Moormann 2013, 96. An attempt to define a ‘Flavian style’ as 
distinguished from Neronian wall paintings was made in Thomas 1995, 136-155; Strocka 2010; Esposito 




In conclusion, I believe I have presented enough evidence to support my initial statement 
that the Flavian palace on the Palatine owed many of its elements to Neronian architecture, 
and that a certain continuity with the Julio-Claudian presence on the hill is undeniable. To 
Domitian we are indebted for laying down the structures that have later come to embody 
the model for the Roman ‘imperial palace’, but this accomplishment might never have 
been secured without the precedent of Nero’s extensive villa in the heart of Rome. The 
impact of Nero’s intervention on the landscape of Rome had reached such a scale that is 
was impossible for the Flavians to go back not only to the traditional memory spaces of the 
Republic, but even to the status of Augustan Rome, despite their attempts at claiming as 
much.113 The reality as well of a century of building programmes on the Palatine could not 
be ignored. Nero’s plan of a ‘nova urbs’ had transformed the Palatine into the centre of the 
city, and with it of the empire, in ways that had profoundly shaped the topography as well 
as the concept of the city.114 
Sources indicate that politically, and possibly personally, Domitian did not look up to Nero 
as a model, rather preferring, for instance, the example of private reserve that was Tiberius. 
Partly, this reserve was reinforced by the Flavian emperor in his Palatine residence, where 
he sought to distance himself as much as possible from his subjects, not unlike Tiberius 
in his Capri retreat. By reading Statius and Martial, the portrait that we see emerging is that 
of an emperor who wishes to be admired from a distance, within reach but never too close, 
as in the notorious banquet described by Statius in which Domitian towers over his guests 
as Jupiter from the heavens.115 Ultimately, in the grand halls of his house, with ceilings as 
high as a temple, Domitian delighted in being represented as a god, and he certainly liked 
to think of himself as a god-in-waiting, with his father, his brother, and even his infant 
son already ascended to the heavens.116 This is an attitude which comes much closer to 
Nero’s example than that of Tiberius, or even Augustus, who is ultimately Domitian’s 
unattainable model. Many clues scattered throughout the sources point to a continuous 
effort/striving, on Domitian’s part, towards imitating Augustus, when in reality he was 
treading the same path as Nero. It almost seems that while he was consciously attempting 
113 Frederick 2003, 205-207; Flower 2006, 232.
114 For the new value of the Palatine: Mar 2009. For the Neronian nova urbs (Tac. Ann. 15.43) as a model: 
Palombi 2013, 31.
115 Stat. Silvae 4.2. The hall in which the banquet took place is usually identified with the so-called 
Coenatio Iovis in the Domus Flavia; on its ideological value and “distancing effect”: Bek 1983, 91; Zanker 
2002, 117-119; Mar 2009, 341-345; McCullough 2008-2009.
116 Stat. Silvae 4.2.18-23: Tectum augustum, ingens, non centum insigne columnis / sed quantae superos / 
caelumque Atlante remisso / sustentare queant. Stupet hoc uicina Tonantis / regia teque pari laetantur sede 
locatum / numina (…); “A huge and august building, distinguished not with a hundred columns, but 
with as many as could support the gods and heaven, giving Atlas a rest. The nearby palace of Jupiter is 
stunned, and the gods delighted that you have a home just like theirs (…)”. As translated by Frederick 
2003, 215. On Domitian as god and a god in his own house, also Mart. Ep. 12.15.6-10; Mart. 8.39. As cited 
in Darwall-Smith 1996, 203.
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to replicate Augustus’ golden age, he unconsciously imitated Nero’s version of it, as is 
illustrated by the posthumous memory sanctions inflicted on both of them.117 
In the case of the Palatine residences, it appears likely that Domitian carried on where Nero 
had left off because it was the only existing model within reach. Only through referring 
back to it could Domitian’s architect Rabirius make sense of the space on the Palatine 
and transform it into a “physical and cultural matrix”.118 However, where Nero’s building 
policies in regard to his private residence had failed, Domitian’s unexpectedly succeeded. 
Contrary to what followed Nero’s death, the moral condemnation of Domitian’s rule did 
not affect the appreciation for his residence.119 Although Statius’ and Martial’s exaggerated 
praise of the house when Domitian was alive turned into harsh accusations of grandeur 
after his death, still an undeniable fact remains: all following emperors would continue 
to live in the splendid house that he had built, enlarging it, if necessary, rather than 
reducing it, in contrast to what Vespasian had done with Nero’s Domus Aurea. Domitian’s 
‘arx inaccessa’ became Trajan’s communal house.120 Continuity of both the imperial rule 
and the imperial residence were no longer stake in 96 CE.121 After over a century of rule, 
perhaps the time was finally ripe for the Roman emperors to live in a palace.
117 After his death, Domitian was assimilated to Nero, and called either calvus Nero (Juv. 4.38) or dimidius 
Nero (Tertull. Apol. 5.4): Wiseman 1987. 
118 On the concept of “usable past” in architecture: Stern 2011, 1.
119 Nero as well, however, there existed two ‘Golden houses’, the real one, with its architectonic standing, 
and its moralistic image in literature: Flower 2006, 229. In Elsner 1994, 123: “Nero only became an 
outrageous and prodigal builder when he fell from power.” On the similar faith of the two emperors’ 
public remembrance after their death: Flower 2006, 198-199. 
120 On Domitian’s inaccessibility: Plin. Pan. 48-49; on Domitian’s building ‘mania’: Plut. Publicola 
15. As cited in Darwall-Smith 1996, 203. In particular on the contraposition between Domitian’s 
reclusiveness and Trajan’s openness, as described in ancient sources: Braund 1996.
121 Flower 2006, 235.
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Figures chapter 3
FIGURE 42  Head of Vespasian recut from a portrait of Nero. The Walters 
Museum, Baltimore, inv. no. 23.110 © Digital image courtesy of The Walters 
Museum, Baltimore.
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FIGURE 43  Plan of the remaining structures belonging to Nero’ 
Domus Transitoria © Beste 2011, 153, fig. 1..
FIGURE 44  Reconstructive plan of the structures belonging to Nero’s 
Domus Aurea © Carandini et al. 2011, 137, fig. 1..
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FIGURE 45  3D reconstruction of the Neronian complex of the Domus 
Aurea  © Progetto Katatexilux 2011.
FIGURE 46  Plan showing the buildings replacing Nero’s Domus Aurea 
from the Flavian period onwards © Drawing by A. Viscogliosi.
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FIGURE 47  Ground plan of the Flavian palace on the Palatine with indication of water basins and 
fountains © Wulf-Rheidt 2015, fig. 6.
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FIGURE 48  (a) Suite of rooms in the Domus Augustana, ‘sunken peristyle’ with dining arrangements; 
(b) suite of rooms around the octagonal room (128) in the Domus Aurea © Sojc and Winterling 2009, 
298-299, figs. 6-7.
FIGURE 49  Domus Aurea, room (128), octagonal hall; (b) Domus Augustana, ‘sunken 
peristyle’, room (303), northern octagonal hall; (c) 3D-model of suite of rooms around 
(128); (d) 3D-model of the suite of rooms including (303) © Sojc 2012; Wulf-Rheidt 
2012c., fig. 4.
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FIGURE 50  Prospectus of the buildings in the Flavian residence, with indication of the water 
basins © Wulf-Rheidt 2014, 102, fig. 4. Drawing by J. Denkinger, Architekturreferat DAI Berlin.
FIGURE 51  Numbered plan of the Esquiline wing of the Domus Aurea. The colours indicate the 
level of marble paneling according to Meyboom and Moormann © Meyboom and Moormann 
2012, 140, fig. 8.
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With the Severans, whose dominion started with the ascension of Septimius Severus 
in 193 CE and ended in 235 CE with the death of Severus Alexander, came a period of 
turbulence in Rome. For a short period, the Severans were successful in maintaining the 
fragile stability of an ever-growing empire, but their actions, in the end, did not avert the 
third century crisis and its disorderly succession of soldier emperors. The political body 
emerging from this crisis would be substantially different from the one which had entered 
it; yet, elements of the early and mid-empire had survived and would continue to inform 
late-antique society.1 
In this paper, I shall discuss how Severan politics and mediations had been instrumental 
in ensuring this continuity. Severan art and architecture played, indeed, a crucial role 
in anchoring the imperial past and passing it down to subsequent rulers. By following 
Augustus’ lesson of enabling change by coating it with images and slogans of continuity 
and tradition (a lesson that had been permeating the city of Rome for over two centuries),2 
the Severans were able to prepare the transition to the Tetrarchic period. In a way, the 
Severan emperors answered the fundamental questions asked by Peter Brown in 1971 in his 
seminal work on Late Antiquity: “how to draw on a great past without smothering change. 
How to change without losing one’s roots. Above all, what to do with the stranger in one’s 
midst – with men excluded in a traditionally aristocratic society, with thoughts denied 
expression by a traditional culture, with needs not articulated in conventional religion, 
with the utter foreigner from across the frontier”?3 They did so through the implementation 
of a strategy that can be described as ‘anchoring innovation’.4 The recreation of the urban 
splendour of Rome, with the city as the centre stage of an Augustan revival, served as 
distraction for the “underlying unease”5 of the empire, already in disarray and facing a 
financial crisis, and enabled necessary progress. Septimius Severus in particular appealed 
to the traditional values of Augustan propaganda and fabricated false links to the ‘good 
government’ of Antonine emperors by proclaiming Marcus Aurelius as his adoptive 
father and rehabilitating Commodus as his brother.6 He is, indeed, still represented as a 
‘philosopher emperor’ in an ivory statuette recovered from the 2005 excavations of the 
1 Hekster 2008, ix.
2 On the preservation of traditional decorum through continuity and conservativism, see Elsner 
1998, 63-64: “(…) the demand to be even more dramatically innovative while never too outrageously 
exceeding the bounds of traditional decorum – is one of the most persistent features of the imperial 
office (and not only in matters of art and architecture).”
3 Brown 1971, 8.
4 Sluiter 2016, 23: “Innovations may become acceptable, understandable, and desirable when relevant 
social groups can effectively integrate and accommodate them in their conceptual categories, values, 
beliefs and ambitions. This is the case when they can connect what is perceived as new to what they 
consider familiar, known, already accepted, when, that is, innovations are ‘anchored’.”
5 Wilson 2007, 290.
6 Dio 76.7.4; SHA Sev. 10.6, 11.4; Aurelius Victor 20.30, as cited in Hekster 2015, 205. See also Cooley 2007, 
385.
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Templum Pacis (fig. 53; see page 212).7 Through this strategy, he ensured the establishment 
of his dynasty and its acceptance by Rome’s senatorial elite. In 212 CE, Caracalla was then 
able to issue an edict extending Roman citizenship to all free men in the empire. 
The visual programme reflecting this political model marked a monumental enterprise 
that “had not been seen since the death of Domitian”,8 and certainly not since Hadrian.9 
The actions of Severan emperors marked the visual topography of Rome, yet their impact 
has often been underestimated in modern scholarship. Only recently have new studies 
attempted to fill this gap and rectify previous misconceptions on the value and even 
the existence of Severan innovations.10 Since the 2007 collected volume on Severan 
culture edited by Simon Swain, Stephen Harrison and Jaś Elsner, an increasing number 
of monographic and in-depth studies has appeared, all of which have been essential 
to the writing of this article.11 The first part of this paper will therefore focus on the 
interventions of Septimius Severus on the landscape of Rome and the way in which the 
city was ultimately transformed into the urbs sacra of the Severans. The new label, adding 
a universal dimension to the city, ensured its existence. At the same time, however, a shift 
towards a delocalisation of its functions was initiated, the wealth and power of the empire 
now passing into the hands of local elites and army bases.12 Rome would ultimately 
be converted into a city of importance among other cities of equal value. Its urban and 
political model was, however, multiplied and more widely spread, as reflected, for 
example, in the creation of a more flexible ‘Palatine-format’13 in the suburbs of the city, an 
evolution of the traditional model of the imperial residence on the Hill. The second part 
of this study will trace the steps of this transformation of the palace from aristocratic villa 
to independent form, at the same time analysing its impact on the coeval villa culture and 
self-representation of élites, especially in Rome, through the continued use of a shared 
language in decoration and architecture.
7 The statuette measures 24,8 x 17,5 x 10,5 cm and is dated on stylistic grounds to earlier than 200 CE; it 
is currently preserved in the deposits of the Museo Nazionale Romano, Palazzo Massimo alle Terme: 
Rea and Meneghini 2014, 165-169. The ‘philosopher’ type was abandoned by Caracalla in favour of a 
more vigorous portraiture, described in Newby 2007, 224-225 as the portrait of a “ruthless military 
commander.”
8 Flower 2006, 262.
9 On the residual architecture of the Antonines and its lack of a larger-scale, comprehensive planning: 
Palombi 2013, 33.
10 Lusnia 2014, 9-10; Thomas 2014, 82.
11 Swain et al. 2007. For an overview of the general atmosphere of the period in connection to Severan 
art and architecture, see in particular Lusnia 2014 and Thomas 2014.
12 Wilson 2007, 291-295; Petsalis-Diomidis 2007, 252.
13 With the term ‘format’ is intended here the way in which the structure of a residence, or residential 
complex, is arranged and how its constituent elements than take the form of a prototype.
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2| Severan topography of power in the city of Rome
In 185-188 and again in 192/3 CE, two fires spread through the centre of Rome, partly 
destroying the remains of the first two glorious centuries of the Empire.14 Much like the 
fires of 64 and 81 CE, the fire of 192/3 presented an opportunity for the emperor Septimius 
Severus, who had seized power in 193, to shape the city according to his own will.15 A 
symbol of this appropriation can be recognised in the restoration of the Flavian Templum 
Pacis (severely damaged by the fire) and the installation of the Forma Urbis Severiana inside 
of it.16 The Forma represents a monumental appropriation of Rome: its emphasis is on new 
Severan buildings and restorations, which are consistently indicated with names, while 
most of the previous buildings lack the same clear topographic signposting. Interestingly, 
theories have been recently put forward that the Severan map may have been drafted on 
a previous Flavian or Augustan, although conclusive proof is still missing.17 In any case, 
the design of the Forma Severiana is representative of a renewed interest in the centrality 
of Rome, which is characteristic of Septimius Severus.18 It is also a sign of the strategic 
anchoring of the new dynasty in the imperial past of the city through an ingenious 
exploitation of space and architectonic remains.19
The best example of this strategy would be Septimius’ interventions in the Forum 
Romanum, a location so extensively exploited in the past that it had already run out of 
14 While contemporary sources (Galen, Dio, and Herodian) mention only one catastrophic fire during 
Commodus’ reign, later sources record two: one likely to have occurred in 188 CE, the other in 192 CE. 
The 185-188 CE fire was possibly restricted to the Capitoline area and parts of the Campus Martius 
(Hieronymus, a Abr. 2204, 2208; Orosius, 7.16.3), where it may have affected the Pantheon and the 
Porticus of Octavia (see later in this paper). The more extensive fire of 192 CE, instead, damaged 
the areas of the Templum Pacis, Forum Romanum and Palatine Hill (Cass. Dio 72.2; Herodian 1.14.3). 
Sources as cited in Daguet-Gagey 1997, 43-63; Gorrie 2007, 6; Lusnia 2014, 17-22. On fires in Rome 
interpreted as bad omens: Palombi 2018, 131.
15 Even though most of the official dedications display the date of 203 CE (coinciding with Severus’ 
return to Rome), repairs and building works in general had probably started almost immediately 
upon Severus’ ascension: Lusnia 2014, 21-22; 57-59. The project for Severus’ arch in the Forum, i.e., 
may have been initiated as early as 195 CE: Favro 2011, 357. For an overview of Severan restorations 
following the fire damage: Palombi 2015, 65. For a detailed map of all restored and new constructions 
under the Severans, most recently: D’Alessio 2018, 92-93, fig. 1; Panella et al. 2018, 130-131.
16 On the reconstruction of the Templum, see Lusnia 2014, 84-86. The installment of the Severan map 
dated approximately between 198 and 211 CE, and it was declared a joint enterprise by Septimius 
Severus and his son Caracalla: Rodríguez-Almeida 2002, 3-5. According to Tucci 2017, the plan was 
already completed by 203 CE, in time for the celebration of the Saecular Games.
17 For the existence of Flavian and Augustan formae, or at least for Flavian measurements as basis for the 
Severan plan: Gorrie 1997, 154; Tucci 2017, esp. 144-145. Tucci dates the additional fragments recently 
found before 192 CE, contrary to D’Ambrosio et al. 2011 and Meneghini 2006.
18 Coarelli 1987, 429; Cooley 2007; Tucci 2017, 147.
19 On the propagandistic, rather than administrative value of the map: Tucci 2017, 144-147: “Technically, 
the Forma Urbis could be replicated elsewhere, but this did not happen, not so much because of the 
presumed location of the cadaster there, but because the marble plan was linked to the celebration 
of Peace”. For the Severan plan as one of the mirabilia of the Templum, see Gorrie 1997, 158: “a public 
commemoration in a durable material of the city of Rome, restored and renewed by the new Severan 
dynasty”; Palombi 2015, 66, 73; Tucci 2017, 144-145.
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space by the mid-second century CE. The last significant addition before Septimius’ time 
in the imum forum dates to the Trajanic and Hadrianic period, namely the Anaglypha 
Traiani, which however was merely a series of monumental panel reliefs rather than a 
proper building.20 A larger enterprise than the Anaglypha, Antoninus’ Pius temple to his 
divinised wife, Faustina the Elder, had to be raised, in 141 CE, on the outskirts of the Forum 
for lack of serviceable space.21 Yet, in 203 CE Septimius Severus managed to dedicate, at 
the heart of the Forum, a three-bayed triumphal arch to celebrate his victories over the 
Parthians.22 As previously highlighted by several scholars, the spot in which the arch was 
erected carried compelling associations with Rome’s past: with the Temple of Concord 
on the slope to the Capitoline Hill; with the Arch of Augustus, positioned diagonally 
across the Forum; and with the Arch of Tiberius.23 The arches of both Augustus and 
Tiberius carried references to the triumphs of these emperors over Parthia, the enemy 
par excellence of the Roman Empire, in their decorations, adding meaning to their 
connection with the arch of Septimius Severus in the Forum. A similar mirroring to that 
existing between the Julio-Claudian and the Severan arch is reflected in the monumental 
transformation of the Umbilicus Romae, the city’s symbolic ‘navel’, at the north end of the 
Caesarian rostra, intended to form a pair with the Augustan Miliarium Aureum at the south 
end (fig. 54).24 The Umbilicus, a “magnification of Rome’s place in its empire”,25 located next 
to Septimius’ triumphal arch in a meaningful grouping, is a symbol not only of Septimius’ 
interest in the restoration of Rome’s centrality, but more importantly of his attempt to do 
so by connecting it to Augustan policies. Built in 20 BCE, Augustus’ golden milestone was 
itself a reference to the first Umbilicus, a visualisation of the “symbolic contrast between 
the centre of the Roman world and the centre of the city”, now resumed by Septimius 
Severus.26
The decision to add new buildings in a space as crowded and difficult to build in as the 
centre of the Roman Forum, and particularly their ideological and visual connection 
to Augustan remains, seem an indication of a conscious desire to imitate Augustus.27 
Severus’ extensive sponsorship of public buildings and the legend RESTITVTOR VRBIS on 
20 Favro 2011, 335. The author stresses how their setting up would have taken place more than seventy 
years before Septimius came to power. See also Coarelli 2007, 58-59.
21 Favro 2011, 335. The temple was technically located in Regio IV Templum Pacis: Brilliant 1967, 85; Lusnia 
2014, 82.
22 Brilliant 1967, 137-147; Desnier 1993, 549-554; Lusnia 2014, 75-84, with complete bibliography.
23 Desnier 1993, 554-577; Brilliant 1993, 104; Cooley 2007, 394-95; Favro 2011, 337; Lusnia 2014, 83, 89-90 
(the author suggests a reading of the new arrangement as Severus’ attempt to create his own imperial 
forum, following the example of Caesar, Augustus, Vespasian, and Trajan). For an overview of Julio-
Claudian structures surrounding the arch, Lusnia 2014, 82-83. On the connection between the arch 
and Severus’ omina imperii, also linked to Augustan precedents: Cooley 2007, 395-396; Lusnia 2014, 
40-46, 84.
24 Cooley 2007, 393-394. 
25 Cooley 2007, 393.
26 Coarelli 2007, 63-64. Construction works for the arch might have damaged the second century BCE 
structure of the Umbilicus, then rebuilt and monumentalised under Septimius Severus.
27 For an overview of Julio-Claudian structures surrounding the arch: Lusnia 2014, 82-83. On the 
connection between the arch and Severus’ omina imperii, also linked to Augustan precedents: Cooley 
2007, 395-396; Lusnia 2014, 40-46, 84.
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the coin issues of 200-201 CE are further proof of this association with Augustan Rome 
and its mnemonic sites. Innovation under the Severans was promoted under the guise 
of continuity – with Rome’s first emperor – much in the same way as Augustus himself 
had exploited Rome’s landscape to connect himself with the city’s Republican past.28 
Septimius Severus appropriated Augustus’ slogans as self-proclaimed ‘restorer of the 
city’s splendour’ as well as restorer of the values of the res publica.29 On Septimius’ arch, 
the unusual legend ‘ob rem publicam restitutam’ (possibly displayed here, publicly, for the 
first time)30 attempted to rehabilitate Septimius’ civil wars against Pescennius Niger and 
Clodius Albinus by comparing them to Augustus’ triumph over Marc Antony at Actium.31 
The actions of the emperor are assimilated to Augustus’ efforts to depict himself as 
primus inter pares, a ruler deferential to the power of the senate. An even more effective 
appropriation of Augustan buildings through the guise of restoration is attested for 
Agrippa’s Pantheon.32 This was adorned with a monumental inscription to commemorate 
the patronage of Septimius Severus and Caracalla, “as if he had been the first to erect” it 
(Dio 77.16.3). A sheer contrast with the more substantial Trajanic-Hadrianic intervention 
which is only securely attested by brick stamps.33
The Porticus Octaviae was another example of renovation turned into boastful rebranding 
when in 203 CE the building received a new commemorative inscription with the names 
of Septimius Severus and Caracalla (as Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Pius), and the legend 
28 On the coin type of Septimius Severus: Daguet-Gagey 1997, 75, 268-271 nos. 123-141; Daguet-Gagey 
2004, esp. 177-188; Cooley 2007, 388-396; Lusnia 2014, 57-59.
29 SHA Sev. 23.1: Sunt per plurimas civitates opera eius insignia. Magnum vero illud in vita eius, quod 
Romae omnes aedes publicas, quae vitio temporum labebantur, instauravit; “In many communities 
there are public buildings erected by him which are famous, but particularly noteworthy among the 
achievements of his life was the restoration of all the public sanctuaries in Rome, which were then 
falling to ruin through the passage of time.” Dio 77.16.3: καὶ πλεῖστά γε καὶ τῶν ἀρχαίων οἰκοδομημάτων 
ἀνεκτήσατο, καί σφισι τὸ ἑαυτοῦ ὄνομα ὡς καὶ ἐκ καινῆς αὐτὰ καὶ ἐξ ἰδίων χρημάτων κατεσκευακὼς 
ἐπέγραψε, πολλὰ δὲ καὶ μάτην ἔς τε ἐπισκευὰς καὶ κατασκευὰς ἑτέρων ἀνάλωσεν; “He restored a very 
large number of the ancient buildings and inscribed on them his own name, just as if he had erected 
them in the first place from his own private funds. He also spent a great deal uselessly in repairing 
other buildings and in constructing new ones”. As cited in Thomas 2007, 328. For Augustus as restorer 
of Rome’s monumental past, see Livy, 4.20.7: Templorum omnium conditorem aut restitutorem; also, 
Suet. Aug. 28.3; Res Gestae 20.1, 20.4. On the value of Augustus’ policy of restitutio as an affirmation of 
monarchic power: Millar 1973, esp. 64, 67. More generally on the concept of res publica restituta under 
Augustus: Hurlet and Mineo 2009.
30 Lusnia 2014, 84.
31 In the Forum allegedly stood two Augustan arches, one dedicated to the emperor’s triumph over 
Parthia, the other celebrating his victory at Actium: Coarelli 2007, 79-81. On the references to the 
Augusta Actian arch in the decoration of the arch of Septimius Severus, see Desnier 1993, 555-558, 567-
568, 574-576.
32 For a possible significance of the restoration of the Pantheon for Severus’ revival of Augustan moral 
and marriage laws, see Gorrie 2004, 61-72. On the minimum impact of Severan interventions on the 
appearance of Augustan monuments: Lusnia 2014, 116. More generally on the Severan restoration, see 
Desnier 1993, 612-613; Cooley 2007, 393; Lusnia 2014, 93-96. 
33 For the recent reappraisal of the Hadrianic dating to include a Trajanic phase on the basis of 
brickstamps, and more generally on the dating of the Trajanic-Hadrianic phase and its contribution 
to the current outlook of the Pantheon: Hetland 2015. On Hadrian’s avoidance of labelling the 
buildings he restored: Palombi 2013, 37.
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incendio corruptam restituerunt.34 Efforts to restore buildings and customs are also 
attributed to Septimius’ wife, Julia Domna Augusta.35 As Septimius is presenting himself 
as both a new Augustus and the heir of the Antonine emperors, Julia Domna appears 
frequently and overtly linked to Livia and the Antonine women.36 The emulation of the 
first Augusta was publicly sanctioned during the celebrations of the Ludi Saeculares in 
204 CE, when Julia Domna led the inaugural procession of senatorial matronae for the 
supplication to Juno Regina and the setting of the sellisternia for the feast of Diana and 
Juno, on the third day of the games.37 Even though the participation of Livia in the Saecular 
Games is not certain (her name never appears on the surviving fragments of the Acta), 
it is generally considered plausible that she would have led the same procession of 110 
matronae in 17 BCE. Even if that were not the case, the presence of Julia Domna next to her 
husband – in the guise of Augustus – would have certainly brought Livia to mind, while 
the mention of Julia Domna’s name in the official records of the Severan Ludi, an absolute 
novelty,38 becomes even more poignant in the frame of Severus’ additions to the ritual. 
34 CIL 6.1034. It is the only Severan inscription directly mentioning the fire and failing to retain the 
name of the previous builder or the original inscription, as had been the case for the Temple of 
Vespasian, the Pantheon, and the Temple of Fortuna Muliebris (possibly because of Domitian’s heavy 
interventions in the porticus and his own inscription as replacement to the Augustan one): Gorrie 
2007, 1, 9-10; also, Desnier 1993, 613-614. The fire referred to may be that of 188 CE: Daguet-Gagey 1997, 
59-61; also, Lusnia 2014, 17-19. The porticus is labelled Porticus Octaviae in the Severan marble plan 
and only became known as Porticus Severi from the fourth century onwards (Gorrie 2007, 10-11 and 
Lusnia 2014, 101-102, following Tortorici 1989, 31-34). In the Historia Augusta (Sev. 23.1-2) it is said 
that: (…) nusquam prope suo nomine adscripto, servatis tamen ubique titulis conditorum; “seldom did 
[the emperor] inscribe his own name on these restorations or fail to preserve the names of those who 
built them”. As cited in Desnier 1993, 612. The passage mirrors Augustus’ own words regarding his 
programme of restorations: Capitolium et Pompeium theatrum utrumque opus impensa grandi refeci 
sine ulla inscriptione nominis mei (Res Gestae 20.1.). As with Severus, the practice of ‘rebranding’ seems 
however to have been common in Augustan renovations, despite Augustus own claims; see Zanker 
1988, 144-145; Gorrie 2007, 5.
35 Julia Domna is credited as restorer or builder in at least two inscriptions found in Rome, although 
only in one instance she is the sole dedicant: CIL 6.883 and CIL 6.997 = ILS 324, as in Lusnia 2014, 66. 
An active role in the reconstruction of the Templum and Atrium Vestae in the Forum, both affected 
by the fire of 192 CE, may however be a fabrication of modern scholarship, according to Lusnia 2014, 
65-68 and contrary to, most recently, Gorrie 2004, 65-68 (with a discussion of Julia Domna’s coins 
displaying the Temple of Vesta, after 207 CE). Also, Hekster 2015, 146-147; Palombi 2015, 66.
36 For Julia Domna and Livia: Gorrie 2004, 69-72; Cooley 2007, 396. In 195 CE, Julia Domna received the 
title of mater castrorum, which had been first awarded by Marcus Aurelius to his wife Faustina the 
Younger (II) and became Julia’s signature title: Lusnia 1995, 123; Gorrie 2004, 63-64; Cooley 2007, 387; 
Levick 2007, 41-45; Hekster 2015, 144-152.
37 Severan Acta 4.9-10: Ibique Seuerus Aug. Iuliae Aug. matri castror. con[iugi imp. et] matronis cv[iiii, 
quibus denuntiatum erat 75 adstantibus Numisia] / Maximilla et Terentia F[la]uola [u]irg. Vest., praeit in 
haec uerba; “[At the shrine of Juno Regina] Severus Augustus dictated in these words to Julia Augusta, 
mother of the camps and spouse of the emperor, and to the 109 matrons who had been designated - - - 
with the Vestal Virgins Numisia Maximilla and Terentia Flavola standing nearby” (Pighi 1965, 157; 
as cited in Dunning 2016, 113). Julia Domna and the matronae are mentioned again on the occasion of 
a sellisternia on the third day, possibly also a Severan addition to the traditional ritual (although the 
Augustan Acta are fragmentary at this point): Severan Acta 5a.83-84 (Pighi 1965, 168-169, as cited in 
Dunning 2016, 112). See also Rantala 2017, 95-96.
38 Gorrie 2004, 63.
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Even though the Augustan model is certainly present – the games were exceptionally 
held in 204 CE to mark the 220th anniversary of the Augustan Ludi, disregarding the 
traditional interval of 100 or 110 years – the Severan version abounds with additional, 
innovative elements tailored around the needs of the new emperor.39 These needs include 
the construction of a new image for the imperial family, presented now not only as the 
domus Augusta of the previous centuries but also with the new, prominent exploitation of 
the title of domus divina: a more cohesive and stronger unity.40 The emperor and empress 
appear now often assimilated, among others, to Jupiter and Juno, as on the arch at Lepcis 
Magna (fig. 55).41 Their sons, Caracalla and Geta, regularly feature beside them as symbols 
of the prosperity and continuity of the dynasty (that is, before Caracalla’s erasure of his 
brother’s memory). Prosperity and continuity are recurrent themes and create the basis 
for the second layer of meaning attached not only to the Saecular Games of 204 CE but 
also to all the other festivities held in Rome and the monuments restored or erected in 
the city: the return of a golden age.42 Expressed in terms of Laetitia Temporum, Felicitas 
Temporum, Concordia Aeterna, the Severan golden age is once again inspired by Augustan 
and Antonine models.43 Visually, it is embodied, among other symbols, by the Seasons 
accompanying the victorious emperor on the arch in the Forum, or in the cosmic calendar 
images that are a signature feature of mosaics and wall paintings of this period and 
continue a traditional discourse on the Saeculum Aureum as Saeculum Frugiferum (an age of 
bounties).44 The references to the golden age wrapped the city in an atmosphere of eternal 
wellbeing, guaranteed by the sacredness and the divine essence of the emperor and his 
39 Desnier 1993, 576; Cooley 2007, 391-392; Lusnia 2014, 116. On the practice of bending the chronology of 
official celebrations to the needs of the emperor’s self-promotion, especially in relation to the city of 
Rome: Palombi 2013, 24-25.
40 On the use of the term before and during the Severan period: Hekster 2015, 178-183. Also, Lusnia 2014, 
54-57. Hekster 2008, 65: “One way of bridging the gap between a reality in which the emperors had 
only limited control over their realm and an image in which they were central to every aspect of its 
functioning was turning to the divine”.
41 The relief is currently preserved at Tripoli, Assaraya Alhamra Museum: Newby 2007, 209-210; Papini 
2018, 79-81, fig. 4.
42 On the connection between the Saecular Games of 17 BCE and the return of the Aurea Aetas, 
sanctioned by Augustus’ victory over the Parthians: Hor. Carm. Saec. 53-54; Od. 1.12.54; Od. 3, 4, 6 
(as cited in Desnier 1993, 586-587.) The Parthian victories had also been exploited by Lucius Verus 
(parthicus maximus) and the Antonines as a sign of the golden age: Desnier 1993, 570. The title 
Parthicus Maximus came back prominently in Severus’ Ludi: Pighi 1965, 140-175; Rantala 2017, 182-190.
43 Laetitia Temporum first appears in the coin issues of 201 through 206 CE on the occasion of Severus’ 
decennalia; Felicitas Temporum, Felicia Tempora, Victoria Aeterna, Concordia Aeterna feature with 
increased frequency after 202 CE in Severan coinage and inscriptions: Lusnia 2014, 53-54.
44 Petsalis-Diomidis 2007, 254, 273. For Seasons on the arch: Lusnia 2014, 77, 81. For the planetary 
associations in the Septizodium and their connection to the aurea aetas: Thomas 2007, 357-358. For 
the theme under Nero: Raimondi Cominesi 2018a (see in this volume chapter 2, article 3). An example 
of painted calendar representations is preserved in the domus beneath S. Maria Maggiore, Rome (180-
200 CE): Mols and Moormann 2010, esp. 484-499; Finocchietti 2014.
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family.45 As the seat of the domus divina, Rome becomes the urbs sacra, an evolution of the 
Augustan urbs aeterna, the showpiece of the empire and its pivot.46
At the end of this overview, it might be worth considering, however, that this policy (of 
mediating change through the comforting Augustan past) may have been specific to the 
city of Rome, where the emperor, an outsider from northern Africa emerging from a period 
of civil wars, was still forced to play the role of equal among equals. Here, the reuse of the 
past and the exploitation of specific mnemonic sites was already ingrained in the urban 
network of the city, where it suited and it pleased the senate and the society shaped around 
it.47 It is to the advantage of the empire and the need of renegotiating power with the 
senatorial elite that Severan emperors employ Augustus’ (and the derivative Antonines’) 
strategies of anchoring in Rome: a sort of local euergetism indulging local traditions, 
as would become the norm throughout the empire during the Severan age.48 Septimius 
Severus played the same ‘game’ of continuity and innovation as Augustus, using the past 
as both a “mirror” and as a “filter” to introduce radical reforms.49 In the three-bayed arch 
in the Forum, the focus of the decoration and the exploitation of its specific topographical 
location are directed towards the celebration of the Parthian victories as beneficial to 
Rome as a whole, not only to the emperor, in the same way that the Parthian triumph of 
Augustus and his resolution of the civil wars had been advantageous to the establishment 
of the empire. Only by bringing those benefits to the city (as the seat of power), can the 
emperor be recognised as the legitimate ruler. Dynastic ambitions are only hinted at on 
the Forum arch, but they are already fully on display in the contemporary arch at Lepcis 
Magna (dedicated at some time between and 206 CE) and they will also appear later in 
Roman (private) monuments such as the Gate of the Argentarii.50
In Rome, Caracalla and Alexander Severus would adhere to the same ‘policy’ of continuity 
expressed by Septimius Severus, maintaining a city in line with senatorial needs and 
traditions. In terms of public buildings, little remained to be done, thus Caracalla’s 
contribution seems minimal as compared to that of his father. His baths, however, 
45 Aeternitas imperi: the perpetuation of imperial rule is guaranteed by the domus divina. For the legend 
in Severan coinage: Lusnia 2014, 56. An emphasis on continuity based on illustrious predecessors 
is also recognisable in a peculiar painted decoration from Ostia, dating to Caracalla’s reign (prior to 
215 CE) and representing Augustus (or a later emperor) with Alexander the Great and several deities: 
Moormann 2011, 140-142.
46 The term sacra urbs first appeared in 201 CE (CIL 6.1030): Lusnia 2014, 54-55. Its creation and 
exploitation during the Severan age later influenced the late-antique and medieval myth of Roma 
Aeterna (Brown 1971, 120). On the evolution of the concept of Roma Aeterna before the Severans: 
Palombi 2013, 26.
47 At the end of the second century, Rome was still undoubtedly the go-to destination for those seeking 
the prestige of a political career: Champlin 1980, 20; Lusnia 2014, 16. Septimius Severus’ attitude 
towards the senate is in stark contrast, for example, to the disregard shown later by Tetrarchic rulers 
before Maxentius: Hekster 1999, 7-8.
48 Wilson 2007, 290-291.
49 Desnier 1993, 548, 573; Cooley 2007, 393.
50 Newby 2007, 211; 218-222; also, Thomas 2014, 94-95, with reference to different audiences from those 
of the arch in the Forum.
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certainly left a mark.51 Little, too, was added by Macrinus and Elagabalus to Septimius’ 
Rome.52 Only with Alexander Severus can we see a need and an attempt to reaffirm Severus’ 
principles of continuity in a city lying once again in disarray. The last of the Severan 
emperors was mostly concerned with the restoration of public utility services, such as 
aqueducts (i.e. the Aqua Alexandriana) and entertainment buildings, and of traditional 
temples, reinstating the “opera ueterum principum”.53 But the promulgation of Caracalla’s 
Constitutio Antoniniana had already occurred (in 212 CE), extending Roman citizenship to 
all free men and de facto dismantling the political centrality of Rome, with the additional 
consequence of spreading a shared sense of ‘Roman-ness’ at local levels.54 This weakening 
of Rome’s power was counterbalanced only by its evolution into a paradigm, that of the 
Severan urbs sacra. With control spread thinly all over the empire, Rome itself needed to be 
‘enlarged’ and ‘exported’, not only in terms of its architecture but especially regarding its 
function. The Palatine and what happened to its imperial residence is a good example of 
these necessary transformations. 
3 |  On and off the Palatine: The invention of the 
replicable Palatine-format
The fire of 192 CE had gravely affected the north slope of the Palatine Hill together with 
the Forum and the area of the Templum Pacis. The flames had reached the structures of 
the Domus Tiberiana, the libraries at the Temple of Apollo and possibly part of the Domus 
Flavia, extending as far as the terrace of the Vigna Barberini at the north-east corner.55 
The Palatine was therefore included in Septimius Severus’ restoration programme, with 
its renewed splendour displayed first during the celebrations for Caracalla’s wedding 
to Flavia Plautilla (in 202 CE), when a banquet was given for the senators in the restored 
palace, and then again in 204 during the Saecular Games.56 On the latter occasion, stages 
were set within the space of the imperial residence and in particular near Augustus’ domus 
51 On the Baths of Caracalla, see in particular DeLaine 1997. Also, Wilson 2007, 293.
52 Daguet-Gagey 1997, 75; Palombi 2015, 66-67. 
53 SHA Alex. Suet. 25.3.311; as cited in Daguet-Gagey 1997, 75-76. On Alexander Severus’ “politica 
filosenatoria e urbana”: Coarelli 1987, esp. 433; Palombi 2015, 68. On the Severans as demagogues and 
their politics of “annona, spectacula e balnea” to ensure a sense of laetitia: Palombi 2015, 63.
54 On Caracalla’s constitutional reform and its repercussions: Hekster 2008, 47-55. With the Severans, a 
“growth of awareness of individual local or regional identities and of how those fitted into the Empire 
as a whole” was recognised (Newby 2007, 218.) One explanation for the diminishing centrality of 
Rome may also have been a desire, for example of Tetrarchic rulers, to erase differences and avoid 
autocracy (i.e. by using Rome as the capital for only one of them): Hekster 1999, 5-7.
55 Daguet-Gagey, 61-63; Lusnia 2014, 21. On the fire affecting the Palatine and Domus Tiberiana (cited in 
Galen’s On the avoidance of grief, 18 as an apparently separate unit): Tucci 2008, 136. For the fire at the 
terrace of the Vigna Barberini: Villedieu et al. 2007, 261-263; Villedieu 2013, 159-160-162; Villedieu et 
al. 2016, 491. Despite the fire, part of the Palatine residence must have still been fit for habitation, as 
Didius Julianus is said to have resided on the hill and Pertinax to have been killed in the peristyle of 
the Domus Flavia known as ‘Sicilia’ (SHA Pert. 11): Chausson 1997, 39-43; Tomei 2013, 72; Lusnia 2014, 29.
56 Lusnia 2014, 51-54.
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publica and the sanctuary of Apollo.57 The choice of an Augustan mnemonic site would 
have stressed the notion of the institutionalised centrality of the palace, although its 
structure at the end of the second century CE was indebted more extensively to Domitian 
than to Augustus.58 It was with the Flavians, indeed, that the legitimacy of imperial rule 
had ceased to come into question.59 At that time, the Palatine, even with its flamboyant 
architectonic structure, rightfully became a palace in the Hellenistic sense of the word (a 
process put in motion by Augustus himself) and the embodiment of the sedes imperii, the 
seat of imperial power.60 Subsequent emperors were then able to use the same residence 
and rebrand the Palatine as their own, quietly and rapidly replacing Domitian and his 
memory.61
In 192 CE, before the spreading of the fire, the architectonic structure of the Palatine was 
still mostly indebted to the project of Domitian’s architecture, Rabirius. It is therefore not 
surprising that the Severan reconstruction retained many references to Flavian design, so 
much as to be labelled a “revival” of the Flavian architectonic exuberance.62 Architectonic 
interventions on the Palatine between 96 and 192 CE had been minimal: during Trajan’s 
reign, the one notable change had been the new monumental façade connecting the 
Circus Maximus to the residence on the hill via the pulvinar (thus truly expanding the 
palace to include part of the city).63 Both Nerva and Trajan are however remembered for 
one crucial innovation, namely the conversion of the residence into an open, public 
space, in contrast to Domitian’s reclusive (and exclusive) attitude. Pliny informs us, 
in fact, that Nerva inscribed the words aedes publicae on the exterior of the house (Pan. 
57 Acta 5.54, as cited in Cooley 2007, 392-393. For Augustus’ domus publica on the Palatine: Coarelli 2012, 
381-382. The Palatine will also be used as a stage for the first part of Septimius Severus’ funeral and 
apotheosis, with ritual festivities revolving around a wax image of the emperor’s body (Her. 4.2: 
κηροῦ δὲ πλασάμενοι εἰκόνα πάντα ὁμοίαν τῷ τετλευτηκότι ἐπὶ μεγίστης ἐλεφαντίνης κλίνης, ἐς ὕψος 
ἀρθείσης, προτιθέασιν ἐν τῇ τῶν βασιλείων εἰσόδῳ, χρυσοϋφεῖς στρωμνὰς ὑποστρωννύντες; “But then 
they make a wax model exactly like the dead man and lay it on an enormous ivory couch raised up 
on high legs at the entrance to the palace, and spread golden drapes under the effigy”. As cited in 
Hekster 2008, 95. For Severus’ funeral bearing remarkable similarities to the deification processes of 
Augustus and Pertinax: Hekster 2008, 66-67.
58 For the symbolic value of Augustus’ house on the Palatine in reference to Romulus’ hut and the 
religious spaces on the hill, see in particular Wulf-Rheidt 2012a. For a validation of Domitian’s 
residential complex as the basis for all subsequent interventions on the hill: Pflug 2013, esp. 205-206.
59 The monarchy had then passed from an aristocratic view of emperorship as government of the best 
(primus inter pares) to that of a proper magistracy: Mar and Verde 2008, 61.
60 On the institutionalisation of the imperial household and imperial court on the Palatine: Winterling 
1999. For the relationship between Augustan structures on and around the Palatine and Hellenistic 
palatial architecture: Meyboom 2005, 258; Wulf-Rheidt 2012a, 37-38.
61 On the erasure of Domitian’s memory: Flower 2006, esp. 235, 262.
62 The first to recognise a ‘Flavische Renaissance’, a Flavian Renaissance, during the Severan age was 
Von Blanckenhagen 1940, 72. On the Flavian revival existing in parallel to the restoration and revival 
of Augustan monuments, see Pensabene and Caprioli 2018, 216. On its occurrence on the Palatine, see 
additionally Thomas 2014, 86, 98; Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 2018, esp. 168-169.
63 Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 290-291; also, Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 2018, 168. The Circus Maximus also seemingly 
reached its final layout under Trajan: Humphrey 1986, 103; Marcattili 2009, 219. More generally for 
the area of the Domus Augustana: Pflug 2013, 198-200. Additional Trajanic interventions have been 
recognised in the recently excavated area of the Horti Farnesiani: Tomei 2013, 79. 
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47.4) and that Trajan would have people spend time in the residence “as if in a communal 
house” (ut in communi domo: Pan. 48.3), with the freedom of roaming around without 
restrictions to witness every action of the emperor.64 The Palatine house having mostly 
ceased to be a proper private residence, Hadrian notoriously preferred his villa at Tivoli as 
his main household, thus concentrating his architectural creativity there rather than on 
the Palatine. Only minor interventions are attested on the Palatine for this period: signs of 
constructions under Hadrian and the later Antonines have been recognised in the area of 
the so-called Vigna Barberini, although they seem to have mainly consisted of restorations 
and additions to the pre-existing Flavian structure (possibly to be identified with the 
diaeta Adonaea, Gardens of Adonis, mentioned in the sources), and in the area of the 
so-called Domus Severiana, where they also mostly involved structural reinforcements.65 
Marcus Aurelius certainly lived on the Palatine, as he is said to have lived in the Domus 
Tiberiana when serving as Caesar, during the reign of Antoninus Pius.66 
As with the previous fires of 64 and 80 CE, which allowed Nero and Domitian to leave 
their mark on the Palatine, the fire of 192 CE paved the way for more noticeable changes 
under the Severans (fig. 56). Under Septimius Severus, the terrace of the Vigna Barberini 
was levelled, tearing down the previous Flavian complex, although it remains uncertain 
to what purpose the space was utilised.67 A more substantial building plan was possibly 
initiated under Caracalla for the construction of a portico with temple, a plan taken over 
by Elagabalus between 218 and 220 CE and which culminated in the likely dedication, 
here, of the Elagabalium.68 The temple of Elagabalus’ peculiar oriental deity Sol Elagabalus 
64 Roche 2011, 60-62. On the openness of the house to public scrutiny as in Republican times, see 
also Plin. Pan. 83.1: Habet hoc primum magna fortuna, quod nihil tectum, nihil occultum esse patitur; 
principum uero non domus modo sed cubicula ipsa intimosque secessus recludit, omniaque arcana 
noscenda famae proponit atque explicat, “Great power has this as its primary characteristic: that it 
suffers nothing to be covered, nothing to be hidden; it opens up not only the homes of the principes, 
but even the cubicula and the most hidden recesses, it exposes and unfolds to rumour every secret for 
her knowledge”; as translated in Roche 2011, 60-61.
65 For Hadrianic additions to the Palatine: Krause 1995, esp. 94; Tomei 1996, 190; Villedieu et al. 2007, 
150-202; Tomei 2013, 76. For an analysis of Hadrianic and late Antonine structures at the site of the 
Vigna Barberini (although the exact location of the gardens of Adonis remains uncertain): Villedieu 
et al. 2007, 143-250; Villedieu 2013, 159; Coarelli 2012, 515-530. For the Hadrianic and Antonine phase of 
the Domus Augustana and Domus Severiana: Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015; Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 
2018, 163; Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 12-13. More generally for the Antonines on the Palatine: Iacopi and Tomei 
1988, 69-76; Hoffmann and Wulf 2004b; Mar 2005, 179-197; Tomei 2013, 76.
66 SHA Marcus 6.3; as cited in Millar 1977, 22 and Coarelli 2012, 466.
67 Villedieu et al. 2007, 372-376; Villedieu 2013, 173. For a discussion of recent scholarship regarding the 
area of the Vigna Barberini and its buildings, see also Coarelli 2012, 497-515.
68 SHA Heliogab. 3.4: Heliogabalium in Palatino monte iuxta aedes imperatorias consecravit eique templum 
fecit (as cited in Villedieu et al. 2007, 375.) A division of Severan building activities on the Vigna 
Barberini in three phases (from 191-192 to 220 CE) was first suggested in Villedieu 2007 et al., 373-378; 
followed by Villedieu 2013, 173-175; Villedieu 2016, passim; in opposition to Broise and Thébert 1999, 
745-747, for whom the archaeological remains are the results of only one building phase, that of the 
Temple of Elagabalus (218-220 CE.) See also Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 296-297.
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was then rededicated to the more traditional Iuppiter Ultor by Alexander Severus.69 
Beyond the Vigna, significant interventions carried on during the Severan period are also 
visible elsewhere on the Palatine, especially on the south-eastern slope. In addition to 
the restoration of the garden stadium and the aqueduct that served the palace, Severus’ 
architects worked on the expansion of the complex in the area facing the Circus Maximus 
(Domus Severiana) and the creation of a larger, monumental pulvinar connected to 
the palace.70 As with every major intervention on the Palatine in the time of the Julio-
Claudians, the additional complex received a new entrance. Known as the Septizodium, 
the new building, of African architecture, was characterised by a monumental façade 
and cosmic associations.71 Dio reports that Severus administered justice in a room on the 
Palatine, the ceiling of which had been decorated with the stars of his day of birth (Dio 
76.11.1).72
If we exclude Elagabalus’ temple and appropriation of a specific area of the Palatine for 
the establishment of his own private cult of Elagabal, the minimum impact of these 
interventions on the function of the Palatine shows, as argued by Mary Beard, that the 
domus on the Palatine had ceased to be an adaptable tool “to the self-fashioning of the 
emperor as an individual emperor”, as it had been for Augustus and the first century 
emperors up to Domitian.73 Once again, the explanation is to be sought in the status 
of Roman monarchy and its acceptance: when Octavian became the sole ruler of the 
Roman Empire, a Roman model for imperial rule did not exist. Consequently, there was 
no related format for the emperor’s residence. This situation was very different from 
that, for example, of the Hellenistic kingdoms, where a set of normative functions was 
in place for the construction of the ruler’s residence, and informed the outline of space 
69 The rededication is attested in Alexander Severus’ coinage of 222 (RIC IV 146, 412-413): Coarelli 2012, 
510-515; Villedieu 2013, 173-174. On the last attempts to maintain traditional religion alive in the third 
century CE, for example by also including Christianity, as prompted by Alexander Severus and his 
court: Palombi 2015, 61.
70 For the enlarged façade and the importance of the development of the Severan residence towards 
and around the Circus Maximus: Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 291-292. For Severan interventions in the area 
of the Domus Augustana: Pflug 2013, 201-203; Pflug and Wulf-Rheidt 2018, 165-167. For the erection of 
the complex of the so-called Domus Severiana (over pre-existing Flavian structures): Hoffmann and 
Wulf 2000, esp. 292-297; Pflug 2013, 203; Sojc 2013, 221-222; Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 13-14; Pflug and Wulf-
Rheidt 2018, 159-165. On the evidence of a Severan phase from brick stamps and building techniques: 
Bukowiecki 2008, 220; Bukowiecki and Wulf Rheidt 2015, passim (group 6); Bukowiecki and Wulf 
Rheidt 2018, 227. The so-called Severan baths (labelled as such in SHA Sev. 19.5) are also to be likely 
considered a post-fire expansion of a Domitianic garden structure: Hoffmann and Wulf 2000, 290, 
294; Hoffmann and Wulf 2004b; Wulf-Rheidt 2012c, 17; Tomei 2013, 73.
71 Coarelli 2012, 511; Mar 2005, 179-208; Thomas 2007; Sojc 2013, 222-227. A newer, restored façade seems 
also to have been arranged in connection with the Domus Tiberiana towards the Forum Romanum and 
Capitolium: Krause 1998, passim; Sojc 2013, 217-219.
72 As in Millar 1977, 22.
73 Beard 1998, 32. The tendency on the Palatine seems to have been that of preserving and following 
the disposition and decoration of the pre-existing buildings. Such is the case, for example, of the 
Severan refurbishment of the Flavian sunken peristyle (Domus Augustana) with a Flavian-inspired 
architecture: Pflug 2013, 203-204; Iara 2015, passim; Pensabene and Caprioli 2018, 216.
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and decorations.74 The forms of the royal palace, with their specific functions, had no 
use in a private dwelling and, thus, the architectonic forms of Hellenistic palaces were 
not (or only rarely) replicated in the houses of commoners. In Rome, these normative 
functions were lacking, as the Romans did not possess a monarchic language. The 
‘invented norms’ of the new monarchy, therefore, had to be taken from the available forms 
of the Roman house.75 Replicating a Hellenistic palace in Rome at the time of Augustus 
would have been risky. Thus, at the end of the first century BCE and through all of the first 
century CE, we see the residence of the emperor borrowing from the architecture and the 
decoration of aristocratic dwellings. With Augustus, the Hellenistic palace is suggested, 
yet never openly proclaimed as such, instead being coated in an illusion of ‘modesty’ and 
traditional values.76 Nero and Domitian’s residences were built, and most importantly, 
perceived as country villas. For his second residence, the infamous Domus Aurea, Nero had 
replicated the villae maritimae of Baiae, the Roman aristocracy’s luxury retreat in nearby 
Campania.77 ‘Rus in urbe’ would be Martial’s definition for Domitian’s residence on the 
Palatine, a continuation of the same concept applied to Nero’s residences.78 Only with 
these two emperors is the appropriation of the Palatine hill and adjacent areas finalised, 
and slowly but steadily the forms of the residence and the buildings surrounding it come 
to be attached to the functions of imperial rule.79 At the end of this process, the Palatine is 
fixed into a normative form, as becomes evident under the Severan emperors, in the same 
way that Hellenistic royal palaces were.
The existence of a recognised layout on the Palatine and the crystallisation of its elements 
are well exemplified by the living arrangements of the Severans in the Roman suburbs. 
At an unspecified time, Septimius Severus acquired a property at the eastern limits of the 
Caelian Hill, in a location known as Horti Spei Veteris.80 The purchase is not surprising and 
fits into the well-known ‘culture of the horti’.81 As the Palatine increasingly left little space 
for self-display, to regain a private dimension and assert their own individuality emperors 
had often moved away from Rome (Hadrian) or at least beyond the Palatine, finding the 
74 In Hellenistic royal palaces “form follows function”: Nielsen 1999, 11-13.
75 Already in 1977, Fergus Millar was posing the question: “How far did the typical architecture and 
social structure of a senatorial household serve to retard the emergence of a setting which was 
distinctively imperial?” (Millar 1977, 16).
76 Raimondi Cominesi 2018b, 712-715 (see in this volume chapter 1, article 1)
77 For the first association between the Domus Aurea and Nero’s villa overlooking the lacus Baianus: Zevi 
1996.
78 Mart. 12.57.21.
79 On the expansion of the Palatine to include the surrounding areas at its slope: Sojc 2013, 217.
80 Currently around the area of S. Croce in Gerusalemme. On the excavations of the villa: Barbera 2000; 
Borgia et al. 2008a and 2008b; most recently, Barbera 2018. The property is believed to have been 
acquired by 202 CE. Under Elagabalus it was enlarged with the transferral into the imperial domain 
of an adjacent property in the Horti Varani inherited by the emperor from his father, Sextus Varius 
Marcellus: Barbera 2000, 104-105. 
81 For an overview of late Republican and imperial properties: Cima and Talamo 2008, 28-33. Also, Millar 
1977, 22-23; Guidobaldi 2004b, 38.
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perfect location in the villas of the suburbs.82 Once again this trend is already present in 
nuce with the Julio-Claudian emperors and then again with the Flavians. Vespasian made 
a statement of refusing to live on the Palatine and keeping his aristocratic residence on 
the Quirinal, and even Domitian had his personal ‘retreats’ at his villas at Castel Gandolfo 
and near Monte Circeo, among others.83 The Albanum Domitiani, Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli 
and the buildings situated in Rome within the Horti in the early and mid-Empire are clear 
examples of luxurious Graeco-Roman villas.84 Even when they borrow elements from the 
Palatine residence (such as the so-called Hippodrome at Castel Gandolfo, in fact a garden 
stadium)85 or from Rome’s public architecture (for example the porticus triumphalis at 
Hadrian’s Villa)86, they still share the villa-culture of Roman élites and its developments, 
in a reciprocal imitation and competition. 
With the Severans, and especially Elagabalus, the most ‘subversive’ of the Severan dynasty, 
something different occurs. In their suburban villa ad spem veterem, created ex novo, even 
though more generic villa elements are still recognizable, the most important feature is 
embodied by the recreation of the Palatine setting (fig. 57).87 The imitation embraced the 
whole area on and around the Palatine, testifying to its perceived unity by the end of the 
second century and beginning of the third century CE. In the suburban villa, the residential 
wing in itself is irrelevant and its function (as the residence of the emperor) is deduced 
from the surrounding buildings, as on the Palatine Hill: a circus, known as Circus Varianus, 
built by Caracalla and reworked (by reducing its size) under Elagabalus;88 an amphitheatre 
(Amphiteatrum Castrense), by Elagabalus;89 possibly a temple, again by Elagabalus. This 
temple may have been the second temple to Sol Elagabal mentioned by Herodian and 
intended to form a pair with the one dedicated by the same emperor at the site of the Vigna 
82 Beard 1998. It has been suggested that the existence of more ‘private’ houses owned by the emperors 
may be reflected in the existence of topographical denominations, dating to the fourth century CE, 
such as privata Trajani or privata Hadriani (on the Aventine): Palombi 2013, 50.
83 On the Albanum Domitiani and Domitian’s villas more generally: Darwall Smith 1994; von Hesberg 
2006. On its occupation up to the Severan age: Di Giacomo 2017; during the Severan age: Grüner 2013, 
258-260.
84 On the difficulty of distinguishing between a wealthy and an imperial villa based on form, 
Grüner 2013, 231-234. The author laments the absence of a compendium of the villas’ architectonic 
developments throughout the Empire.
85 Liverani 2008, 57. For the garden stadium at Villa Adriana: Hoffmann 1980, 18-19, 28.
86 For the typology and occurrences of porticus triumphalis in residential buildings, from Hadrian’s villa 
to the villa ad spem veterem (where it connected circus and amphitheatre): Borgia et al. 2008a, 7-12; 
Barbera 2018, 187.
87 Guidobaldi 2004b, 37, 40; Rowan 2012, 200-201. On the importance of Elagabalus and his court for the 
development of the villa: Palombi 2015, 67. The villa was left unfinished upon the death of Elagabalus: 
Guidobaldi 2004b, 40.
88 Under Elagabalus, the circus was reduced from 620 m to ca. 547 m and was provided with two towers, 
similar to the ones just introduced at the Circus Maximus: Borgia et al. 2008a, 3-7; Paterna 1996, esp. 
841-842. On the use made by Elagabalus of this circus: SHA Helagab. 14.5; 23.1; 27.1, as cited in Barbera 
2018, 187.
89 The amphitheatre featured an ellipse of 75.80 x 88 m, a circumference of 252 m, and three levels of 
Corinthian order; it could accommodate up to 3,500 spectators: Colli et al. 1997; Borgia et al. 2008, 8-9; 
Barbera 2018, 188.
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Barberini.90 This, in turn might already have been a (larger) echo of Augustus’ Temple of 
Apollo Palatinus.91 The circus and the amphitheatre, instead, would have been perceived 
as a replica of the Circus Maximus and Amphiteatrum Flavium. All functioned as replicas 
on account of their being grouped together. And if the association between house and 
dynastic temple (or rather, in Rome, a temple dedicated to the emperor’s personal deity, 
be it Apollo or Elagabal) is indebted to the Hellenistic model, religious associations 
forming a crucial component in the legitimation of the ruler, other elements (circus and 
amphitheatre) are specific to the Roman prototype.92 What is interesting to note is first 
of all that a prototypical format now exists in Rome (because a monarchy exists) and 
secondly that this format is a truly Roman creation, having finally let go of the original 
Augustan ties to Hellenistic royal residences. At the end of a long process of development, 
the Palatine had become an archetype standing on its own.93
The emergence of a ‘palace format’ – a standardised unit – and, concurrently, of the first 
“imitation-Palatine” (as a smaller-scale palace)94 is indicative of the political situation 
of the Empire at this specific moment in history. The story of the usurper Pescennius 
Niger well exemplifies the role of the Palatine and at the same time of the necessity for 
a substitute palace. During his coup of 193-194 CE, Pescennius was stationed in Antioch, 
unable to contend for possession of Rome with its occupant, Julianus. His troops, as 
Herodian informs us, after having hailed him emperor, “installed him ceremoniously 
in his own house, which was now regarded as the imperial court and no longer a private 
house. Outside it was decorated with all the insignia of office”.95 As with the civil wars of 
68-69 CE, however, the occupancy of Rome and with it of the imperial residence on the 
Palatine remained instrumental, and it was not sufficient merely to refer to any house 
as a ‘palace’.96 Hence the efforts made by Severus to take up residence on the Palatine 
90 Her. 5.6.6-9, as cited in Paterna 1996, 850. On the procession connecting the Palatine temple to the one 
in the suburbs, see also Rowan 2012, 200; Palombi 2015, 67. On the structure of the temple, the exact 
location of which remains uncertain: Paterna 1996, 850-853; Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 296-297. 
91 Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 15. On the existence of an additional ceremonial space for Sol Invictus within the 
Circus Varianus and its connection to Augustus’ use of the Circus Maximus: Paterna 1996, 851-852; 
Barbera 2018, 187.
92 For a close examination of the connection between Palatine residence and Circus Maximus as 
already reinforced under Augustus: Wulf-Rheidt 2011, 16-17; Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 288-293. Also, Wulf-
Rheidt 2015, 15-16 for a reconstruction of the Circus Maximus from the Flavians to Maxentius. On 
the necessary presence of a sacral component for the ruler’s residence in Rome: Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 
296-298. On the same concept in the Hellenistic world, see Nielsen 2017, esp. 103: “Although the 
temples did not necessarily stand in direct architectural connection to the palace, they nevertheless 
formed part of the general complex constituting the basileia of the kings”; while the same connection 
between palace and temple differed greatly in the residences of governors and vassal kings, “since the 
governors had no need for religious legitimation in the way kings had.”
93 On the Palatine as the product of a developmental process: Wulf-Rheidt 2012d (with an analysis of 
Palatine structures from Augustus to Domitian’s Domus Flavia).
94 Guidobaldi 2004b: “imitazione ‘sintetica’”. For the term “imitation-Palatine”: Hekster 1999, 13.
95 Her. 2.8.6: καὶ ἐς τὴν αὐτοῦ οἰκίαν καθιστᾶσιν, οὐκέτι αὐτὴν ἰδιωτικὴν ἀλλὰ βασίλειον αὐλὴν νομίζοντες, 
πᾶσι κοσμήσαντες ἔξωθεν βασιλικοῖς συμβόλοις, as cited in Alföldi 2011.
96 For the Palatine as “legitimating factor” for the emperors of 68-69 CE and those at the end of the 
second century CE: Alföldi 2011, 47-53. Also, Hunnell Chen 2013, 905.
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as soon as he arrived in Rome and the relevance given to the hill during official state 
celebrations such as the marriage of Caracalla and the Ludi Saeculares.97 Yet, at the turn of 
the third century CE, with power so extensively delocalised and the Empire continuously 
expanding, a seat of power located exclusively in Rome had ceased to represent a 
sustainable model. Up to 204 CE, when he came back for the celebration of the Saecular 
Games, Septimius Severus had barely spent twelve consecutive months at a time in Italy.98 
The short-reigning emperors of the third century were more often away from Rome, on 
military campaigns, than in the city. As summarised in the first part of this article, with 
the Severan emperors Rome gained in metaphorical value as the spiritual centre of the 
Empire, but only because it was losing importance as its political core.99 The emperor 
and his itinerant court functioned now as a “moving capital” and the seat of government 
started to be conceived as being “where the emperor was”.100 Hence there was a need for a 
palace format able to signify the presence of the emperor beyond the city of Rome, while 
simultaneously enhancing his pervasive presence in the city itself.101 In this process of 
delocalisation and compression, it is likely that the villa ad spem veterem constituted a 
key intermediate step in the subsequent development of Tetrarchic palaces.102 The tight 
connection between palace and circus, in particular, is indicative of the intermediary role 
of Severan villas and the complex at the Horti Spei Veteris. As phrased by J. H. Humprey 
and echoed by Ulrike Wulf-Rheidt, the circus in the suburban villa “constitutes the first 
clear example of a circus built adjacent to an imperial residence. It shares features with 
some if not many of those circuses of the Tetrarchic period, including a reduced seating 
capacity [implemented by Elagabalus], an obelisk, and a long corridor providing access 
to a circus box for the emperor”.103 Instead of imitating the larger Circus Maximus, later 
‘palaces’ would reproduce the smaller-scale version of the villa ad spem veterem. At the 
same time, the duplication of Trajans’ castra Equitum Singularium by the erection of the 
castra Nova Severiana in a location half way to the Horti Spei Veteris from the Palatine is also 
97 SHA Sev. 7, as cited in Lusnia 2014, 29.
98 Birley 1999, 169; also, Levick 2007, 54. In total, Septimius Severus and Caracalla would spend no more 
than eight years in Italy out of the twenty-four of their combined reigns: Grüner 2013, 283.
99 The loss of centrality of Rome might also have been a desire to emphasise equality between the now 
multiple rulers and avoid autocracy: Hekster 1999, 5.
100 Her. 1.6.5: ἐκεῖ τε ἡ Ῥώμη, ὅπου ποτ᾿ ἂν ὁ βασιλεὺς ᾖ; “Furthermore, Rome is where the emperor is”. As 
cited in Palombi 2015, 71. See also Millar 1977, 39 and 44; Lusnia 2014, 16.
101 On the Palatine as embodiment of the by then frequently absent emperors: Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 292. On 
the “urban ‘palaces’” as a multiplication of the power of the domus Augusta: Palombi 2015, 64.
102 Guidobaldi 2004b, 40; Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 304.
103 Humprey 1986, 557; Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 303-304. On the relationship between palace and circus in 
Tetrarchic residences: Milano capitale 1990, 423-431 (A. Frova); Wulf-Rheidt 2014, 17-18. When 
discussing circuses added to imperial residences it should be noted here that the reference is to 
functioning circuses, not garden stadia or hippodromes, of which previous examples exist, starting 
with Caligula’s stadium in the Horti Agrippinae. The so-called Circus of Flora in the Horti Sallustiani 
should be considered a garden stadium (Hartswick 2004, 68), contrary to Guidobaldi 2004b, 40, who 
believes it to be a proper circus and thus another example of the format ‘palace plus circus’ dating to 
Aurelian’s reign (270-275 CE). The interpretation was prompted by a reference to Aurelian exercising 
on horseback, but such exercise took place in porticus miliarensis (SHA Aurel. 49.1-3, as in Hartswick 
2004, 11). For a discussion on the typology of garden stadia and a list of known examples: Iara 2015, 
173-200, esp. 177-187.
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representative of the importance given to the new residences in connection with and as 
replacement for the traditional residence on the Palatine.104 
The reason for this shift may once again be found in the status of the monarchy: a 
moveable monarchy was more likely to need a replicable, smaller palace, and the villa 
ad spem veterem, a compressed version of the Palatine, provided this model. In modern 
terms, this dominance of a new, ‘miniature’ palace over the traditional Palatine residence 
might be described as an example of ‘disruptive innovation’.105 According to economic 
theories, disruptive innovations are conceived as new technologies, as well as new 
designs, new objects or new systems, displacing former technologies by providing the 
same performances on a smaller, simpler, and more replicable scale, making them more 
convenient to use than previously available models.106 Disruptive innovations typically 
take root in new markets at strategically critical moments, when high threats to the 
stability of traditional standards and values offer the opportunity for change.107 Such 
changes are often set in the future as they take into account pending societal shifts. The 
ability of disruptive innovators, unlike sustaining ones (the latter relying on incremental 
advances), is to formulate the right, subversive response to these developments.108 
In Rome, the villa ad spem veterem was developed as a ‘second Palatine’, a smaller-scale 
version of the crystallised residence on the Palatine. Not quite yet a fully functioning 
palace, it retained the ability of suburban villas to be used for the administration of 
imperial affairs: emperors are often described conducting business better reserved for 
the Forum or the official residence on the Palatine.109 The same characteristics, however, 
that prevented the ‘villa’ from being viewed as a palace by the local Roman audience (its 
smaller-scale, its suburban location) are the same attributes that enabled it to prosper in 
the new value network of the soldier emperors of the third century CE and the Tetrarchic 
rulers.110 Unlike the house of Pescennius Niger in Antioch, the format of the ‘imitation-
Palatine’ takes root and is recognised as a viable substitute for the palatial structure on 
104 The new castra are located in the area of the Lateran Basilica: Palombi 2015, 66; Palombi 2018, 133. 
On the suburban location as a key element for later palaces, often also located at the outskirts of the 
cities: Guidobaldi 2004b, 40. On the increasing importance of suburban locations for villas in general 
as a consequence of an urban ‘crisis’: Mar and Verde 2008, esp. 51-52. On the increased ‘militarisation’ 
of Rome under the Severans: D’Alessio 2018, 93-94.
105 The theory of ‘disruptive innovation’ was first propounded by Harvard Professor C. M. Christensen 
in a series of articles resulting in the seminal 1997 publication “The Innovator’s Dilemma. When New 
Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail”: Christensen 2016.
106 Christensen 2016, xix.
107 Christensen 2016, xvi.
108 Christensen 2015 et al.: “Disruptive technologies tend to be used and valued only in new markets or 
new applications; in fact, they generally make possible the emergence of new markets.”. See also, 
Dewald and Bowen 2010, 198-199. For a distinction between sustaining and disruptive innovations: 
Christensen 2015 et al.; Christensen 2016, xix.
109 Domitian is harshly criticised for having moved two investigations, to the Vestal Cornelia, later 
executed (Plin. Epist. 4.1.5-6), and to Catullus Messalinus (Tac. Agr. 45.1), to his Alban villa: Darwall-
Smith 1994, 157. From the same criticism are however dispensed both Trajan and Hadrian: Darwall-
Smith 1994, 160.
110 Christensen et al. 2015: “New-market disruptions take hold in a completely new value network and 
appeal to customers who have previously gone without the product.”
206 CHAPTER 4
the Roman hill precisely because it borrows its assets from the design of the ‘original’ 
residence: a composition of residential quarter combined with a circus, a temple, and, 
later, a mausoleum.111 Even when acting disruptively, in fact, innovations are rarely 
“inherently sustaining or disruptive”.112 On the contrary, change can only be achieved by 
the improvement of traditional performance parameters:113 the old represents an ever-
present cognitive bias to which the new needs to be anchored in order to be understood. 
Thus, innovations systematically retain elements of the design they are in the process 
of developing or replacing, and they succeed “by determining which aspects of the old 
are invoked”.114 Without anchors (particularly instrumental in disruptive innovations), 
the innovation would fail to solicit a positive response as it would not be recognised as 
valuable or functional.115 Only by imitating the Palatine and developing it into a more 
suitable format for the needs of an increasingly itinerant and dispersed court, would 
the suburban villa of the Severans as a model will ultimately replace the Palatine itself, 
concluding a process in which imperial residences had slowly developed into dwellings 
which functioned differently from those of the élite. Imperial residences now fully 
embraced the definition of arx and aula that Roman poets had already been attaching to 
them for almost two centuries.116
As for the Palatine residence, now superseded by its ‘replicable’ imitations, it remained 
untouched in the centuries to come, fixed in its Severan renovation which was the last 
monumental intervention to its appearance. In the city of Rome itself, the residential 
focus shifted away from the Palatine: even when the city regained partial centrality with 
Maxentius, a second ‘imitation-Palatine’, provided again with a functioning circus and 
111 Theatres and hippodromes remained in use, where present, until at least the sixth century, integrated 
with additional features related to Christianity from the fourth century onwards: Brands and Rutgers 
1999, 865. One example would be the adoration of the holy relics at the Sessorium palace (former villa 
ad spem veterem): the cult was established there by Constantine’s mother Helena: Rowan 2012, 201.
112 Christensen 2015 et al.
113 Katsoni 2019, 286.
114 Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 479, on Edison’s strategies for replacing gas light with 
the electric light bulb. Another emblematic example would be Sony’s portable transistor radio: 
Christensen 2016, 201-202.
115 Hargadon and Yellowlees Douglas 2001, 479: “Design grounds a particular innovation in its particular 
time and place by providing it with a set of meanings and values that are embedded in the existing 
institutional environment. Yet because people have multiple, overlapping, and often-contradictory 
schemas, their interpretation of any given situation depends on their selection of particular schemas, 
and their actions depend on their choice of particular scripts.” In Dewald and Bowen 2010, 199, 
“re-combinations” are viewed “as a form of innovation.”
116 On the term ‘arx’ applied to the Palatine residences: Haensch 2012, passim. For the Albanum Domitiani 
as Arx Albana: Iuv. 4.145; Tac. Agr. 45.1; Cass. Dio 67.1.2; as cited in Haensch 2012, 270. The same 
complex is still called villa in Pliny, Epist. 4.11.5-6 (as cited in Darwall-Smith 1994, 157; von Hesberg 
2006, 226.) On the use of the term ‘aula’, especially in connection to the imperial court: Winterling 
1999, esp. 195-203.
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obelisk, was erected in the Roman suburbs along the Via Appia.117 The complex shared 
more features with the villa ad spem veterem than the Palatine itself, for example in the 
design of the pulvinar.118 During the late-third century CE, ‘suburban’ elements were 
even transferred to the Palatine itself, such as the miniature amphitheatre (by some 
interpreted as a viridarium) built within the garden stadium of the Domus Augustana after 
394 CE.119 Constantine went even further and shunned the Palatine completely, using the 
residence in the Horti Spei Veteris, enlarged and labelled Palatium Sessorianum, as his main 
headquarters.120 Later emperors, as well as Byzantine exarchs, continued to reside on 
the Palatine from time to time, although only for short periods, and official celebrations 
continued to be held on the hill.121 Yet, already during the third and fourth centuries “no 
new impulses in construction technique or spatial forms originated from palatial building 
projects on the Palatine”,122 and by the end of the fifth century many of its structures had 
been abandoned.123 As Rome evolved into a paradigm – of Roma Aeterna, the eternal, 
sacred city of the Severans124 – so too did the Palatine, forever fixed in the minds of men 
as the embodiment of imperial power; its model spread and multiplied throughout the 
Empire.125 As early as the turbulences caused by the death of the young Alexander Severus 
and before the pacification of the fourth century, the terms palatium and basilea appear 
attached to imperial dwellings all around the Empire and to official stopping-places for 
the emperor and his court.126 In the winter of 290-291 CE, the emperors Diocletian and 
117 For the Villa of Maxentius and its connection to the Palatine: Hekster 1999, 13-14, following Frazer 1966; 
also, Guidobaldi 2004b, 41-42. The villa consisted of a rotunda-shaped mausoleum and a residential 
quarter (with a so-called aula palatina) connected to a monumental circus through a corridor, leading 
to the pulvinar: Pisani Sartorio - Calza 1976; Ioppolo and Pisani Sartorio 1999; Conlin et al. 2006, 
esp. 347-348. On the possibility that a sanctuary may have been built here in connection to the villa: 
Guidobaldi 2004b, 42. For Maxentius’ Rome-based policies: Hekster 1999, esp. 8-20; van Poppel 2014.
118 On the pulvinar in the suburban villa: Humphrey 1986, 557. On the addition of an exedra to the Circus 
Maximus, further strengthening the link between palace and circus, during Maxentius’ rule: Humprey 
1986, 688 no. 31; Hekster 1999, 12. More generally, for Maxentius’ building activities on the Palatine: 
Wulf-Rheidt 2012c, 17 and 2015, 15 (Maxentian Basilica and baths); Bukowiecki and Wulf-Rheidt 2015, 
esp. 316, 333, 374, 420 (Domus Severiana; Garden stadium; no brick stamps were found for this period in 
the Sunken peristyle of the Domus Augustana or in the Domus Flavia); Iara 2015, 15 (Garden stadium). 
119 Terminus post quem: Iara 2015, 15-16. 
120 For the Sessorium: Colli 1996; Guidobaldi 1999; Guidobaldi 2004a; Guidobaldi 2004b, 42-44; Borgia et 
al. 2008b. In particular for the use of the term palatium: Milano capitale 1990, 199-200 (A. Frova). On 
Constantine’s decision to move away from the Palatine and this decision as informed by the desire to 
create a ‘Christian’ alternative to the Palatine: Guidobaldi 2004b, 44. On Maxentius’ presence in the 
area (Domus Faustae) and Constantine appropriating Maxentian landmarks: Hekster 1999, 24-25.
121 For example, icons with the imperial couple were sent from Byzantium in 603 CE for veneration in a 
chapel intra palatio (Gregorii Epp. 365): Augenti 1996, 50. For the Palatine in Late Antiquity and through 
the Middle Ages: Augenti 1996, esp. 116-123; Coates-Stephens 1997; Guidobaldi 2004b, 44-45.
122 Wulf-Rheidt 2012c, 17.
123 Coates-Stephens 1997, 601. By 326 CE, a regular imperial presence on the Palatine had ceased to be 
implemented: Guidobaldi 2004b, 44.
124 Brown 1971, 120.
125 Coates-Stephens 1997, 602: “It was precisely the Palatine’s occupation of the minds of men that 
represents the greatest element of continuity between late antiquity and the middle ages.”.
126 Millar 1977, 41. Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 287 talks about a ‘Bauboom’, a construction boom, of imperial 
residences.
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Maximian are thus described meeting in Milan in a building already labelled as palatium.127 
The residence was characterised by a private access to the nearby circus: the palace format 
had been successfully moved away from Rome, nec iuncta premit vicinia Romae (fig. 58).128
4 |  Villas and palaces: The evolution of a shared 
architectural and decorative language
The increasing number of dwellings elevated to the rank of ‘palace’ was a sign of the 
dispersion of power from Rome to the provinces of the Empire and contributed to the 
affirmation of the new imperial seats.129 Palace-like buildings served as legitimation for 
the delocalised, journeying power of the emperors together with their official court and 
representatives, spreading a format, or “archetypal reference”, that was now detached 
from the villa culture of Roman élites. These repetitions of the Palatine residence needed 
not to be standard units, repeated without variations, to be recognised as palaces. They 
could indeed take different forms, as long as they displayed some shared recurrent 
features (such as the circus, the theatre, or a religious building).130
During the Severan age, we see the palace-format taking up a life of its own and becoming 
a separate entity from the Roman villa, reversing the scheme of imitation between 
imperial residences and villa architecture. With time, the idea of ‘palace’ and ‘villa’ may 
have become more intermixed,131 nonetheless I believe it may be wrong, as is often done, 
to label as a ‘palace’ any luxurious villa of Late Antiquity.132 On the one hand, indeed, it is 
the senatorial and élite household that now borrowed from the palace, as is evident, for 
example, in the late antique villa at Piazza Armerina: the villa borrowed some elements 
of the imperial ‘palace’, yet on a smaller, more allusive than factual scale, such as a system 
127 Claudius Mamertinus, Panegyricus genethliacus Maximiano Augusto dictus 3.11: Quid illud, di boni! 
Quale pietas vestra spectaculum dedit, cum in Mediolanensi palatio admissis qui sacros vultus adoraturi 
errant conspecti estis ambo et consuetudinem simplicis venerationis geminato numine repente turbastis!, 
as cited in Piras 2012, 37; also, Miller 1977, 4. A regia, palatium and arx are also mentioned in Amm., 
15.1.2; Ambros., Epist. 75a, Contra Auxentium de basilicis tradendis 15; Aus., Urb. 7.30-40: Piras 2012, 
37-39.
128 Aus., Urb. 7.40: “nor did the vicinity of Rome oppress it”, as cited in Piras 2012, 39. For the circus and 
its context (imperial palace and mausoleum; castra vetera): Arslan 1982, esp. 200-202; Blockley 2012; 
Ceresa Mori 2012; Piras 2012, 36-37. For its meaning within the evolution of Roman palaces and in 
connection to the villa ad spem veterem: Milano capitale 1990, 199 (A. Frova); Guidobaldi 2004b, 40; 
Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 293.
129 Palombi 2015, 71. For an overview and analysis of the new imperial capitals (Nicomedia; Antioch; 
Milano; Trier; Sirmium and Thessalonica) and secondary seats (i.e. Nicaea; Aquileia; Carnuntum): 
Milano Capitale 1990, 193-208 (A. Frova).
130 As suggested in Guidobaldi 2004b, 37, and contrary to Nöel Duval (especially Duval 2003), who firmly 
denied the existence of a palatial format for Late Antiquity.
131 Bülow and Zabehlicky 2011, 312. 
132 Hunnell Chen 2013, 908. Late-antique villas became particularly lavish and even more heterogeneous 
compared to earlier examples: Ellis 1988, 573; Mar and Verde 2008, 58-59. Heterogeneity or varietas 
had, in any case, always been a mark of Roman villas, imperial and not: Grüner 2013, 232-233.
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of grandiose apsidal rooms facing onto peristyle courts.133 Apsidal rooms made their first 
appearance in private architecture starting with Nero’s Domus Aurea, but only from the end 
of the third century CE did they become a common feature of Roman villas: élite houses of 
earlier periods still retained a large rectangular room as the main reception hall.134 
On the other hand, a villa culture separate from the development of the Roman palace 
had never ceased to exist and it appears to have prospered under the Severans, especially 
in Rome, as a consequence of the renewed attention to the city, and its aristocratic 
inhabitants, paid by these emperors. Septimius Severus is known to have donated a series 
of houses to his most loyal friends and closest family. Their existence is listed in the 
Epitome de Caesaribus (20.6) and supported by epigraphic and archaeological evidence.135 
One of the consequences of the promulgation of the Constitutio Antoniniana had been 
to prompt a higher number of senators from the provinces to move to the city and seek 
accommodation there.136 There, they would have been in close proximity to the emperor 
and share the same lifestyle in a network of houses. Elagabalus, for example:
celebravit item tale convivium ut apud amicos singulos singuli missus appararentur, et, 
cum alter maneret in Capitolio, alter in Palatio, alter super Aggerem, alter in Caelio, alter 
trans Tiberim, et ut quisque mansisset, tamen per ordinem in eorum domibus singula 
fercula ederentur, ireturque ad omnium domos.
 “once gave a banquet in which one course was served in the house of each guest, and although 
one lived on the Capitoline Hill, one on the Palatine, one beyond the Rampart, one on the Caelian 
Hill, and one across the Tiber, nevertheless each course was served in order in one of the houses, 
and they went about to the homes of all.” (SHA Helagab. 30.4).137 
 
Domus and villae are attested for the emperors as well, beyond the residence on the 
Palatine: despite the emperors’ frequent absences from Rome and signs of economic 
restrictions, it is evident that country and maritime villas “reflected an established pattern 
of life into which the functions of the emperor were fitted”.138 The fact that Marcus Aurelius 
133 For this architectural element as derived from the palace-format: Wulf-Rheidt 2013, 295-301, with the 
additional example of the villa of Cercadilla (Córdoba). On Piazza Armerina and Cercadilla, see also 
Mar and Verde 2008, 79-80 (despite the authors’ label ‘palacios tetrárquicos’).
134 Ellis 1988, 571, followed by Buccino 2015, 121. See also Wulf-Rheidt 2012c.
135 To the group, as listed in Buccino 2015, 118-119, belong: on the Aventine, the domus of L. Fabius Cilo 
Septimius Catinius Acilianus Lepidus Fulcinianus, praefectus urbi from 202/203 to 211 CE (domus 
Cilonis); the aedes Laterani, property of Sextius Magius Lateranus; the domus of C. Fulvius Plautianus 
on the Quirinal, praefectus praetorio and Caracalla’s father-in-law; on the Viminal, the domus of C. 
Iulius Avitus Alexianus, husband of Julia Maesa and thus Septimius Severus’ brother-in-law.
136 Buccino 2015, 117. Buccino (120-121) lists a series of houses displaying Severan phases: in the heart of 
the city (around the Palatine and Capitoline Hill), a domus Dioni; a domus under S. Maria in Ara Coeli; 
two domus under Palazzo Valentini; a domus Pompeiana near the Templum Pacis, property of the 
Gordian family; a domus under the Istituto Pio Rivaldi. A series of domus is also documented for the 
areas around the Celian Hill, the Esquiline, Quirinal, Aventine, Janiculum and Trastevere.
137 As cited in Buccino 2015, 121.
138 Millar 1977, 24. 
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had to sell imperial properties, the first emperor to do so, is often discussed, yet private 
buildings were also continually added to the imperial assets and imperial residences 
were built ex novo or renovated, a practice that is still well attested under the Severans.139 
From a fistula with his name inscribed on it we know that by 220 CE Elagabalus possessed 
a villa near Ladispoli, known today as Marina di S. Nicola.140 The very same villa ad spem 
veterem enter the imperial domain through a land purchase by Septimius Severus, to 
which Elagabalus later added his father’s adjacent property in the Horti Varani.141 Among 
the imperial assets must also be counted the properties, such as those of the praetorian 
prefect Plautianus, confiscated after his fall from grace.142 According to Herodian (3.13.1), 
Septimius Severus, while residing in Italy between 205 and 208 CE, had “spent most of his 
time in the imperial villas outside Rome and on the coast of Campania, giving judgement 
and seeing to political affairs”, moving from villa to villa.143 Alexander Severus is also 
described as frequently travelling to the Campanian coast; the Historia Augusta goes as far 
as to say that he had commissioned there, “in Baiano”, a magnificent palatium cum stagno 
dedicated to his mother, Julia Mamaea.144 He is also often associated with the Villa of the 
Quintilii on the Via Appia, a property first confiscated from the Quintilius brothers by 
Commodus in 192 CE and chosen as his preferred residence by the last of the Severans 
over the villa ad spem veterem (truly Elagabalus’ palace, where he had lived and had been 
gruesomely murdered). Although it remains difficult to distinguish between Hadrianic, 
Antonine and Severan interventions in the architecture and decoration of the villa, the 
most recent excavations seem to have established with a fair degree of certainty a Severan 
presence, limited to the ‘accessorising’ of the property rather than its expansion.145 
139 De Franceschini 2005, 341-341: “Nel II-III sec. d.C. non si riscontra alcuna crisi economica in queste 
ville, e nemmeno un loro declino con riuso utilitario, tutt’altro: proprio il II sec. d.C. segna uno 
dei loro momenti di maggiore fioritura con l’aggiunta di nuovi impianti termali, cisterne, nuovi 
quartieri, ridecorazioni ed abbellimenti.”; as cited in Grüner 2013, 281. For an overview of imperial 
residences owned by the Severans and showing Severan re-stylings, I refer to the valuable, in-depth 
study by Grüner 2013. In addition to the villas cited in this article, the author also lists the followings 
as Severan properties: Villa of Livia at Prima Porta (242-246); Villa of Lucius Verus at Acquatraversa, 
Via Cassia (246-248); Villa Adriana (249-254); Villa of Matidia at Castel Porziano (254-258); Laurentum/
Tor Paterno (263-267); Villa of Antium (267-272).
140 The lead pipe reads: dei sol(is) magni Elag(abali) (as reported in Grüner 2013, 263; the pipe is already 
mentioned in Nardi 1972 and Proietti 1980). Additional epigraphic material suggests that the villa 
may already have been part of the imperia fundus in the second century CE (possibly to be identified 
with the Antonine villa known as Alsium): Enei 2008, 126. For an overview of the villa itself and its 
excavation: Caruso 1990 and 1995; Lafon 1990 and 2001. Also, Grüner 2013, 262-263, with a discussion 
on the Antonine phenomenon of Villenclusters on the Via Aurelia (Centumcellae, Alsium and Lorium) 
and how it developed under the Severans.
141 Barbera 2000, 104-105.
142 Buccino 2015, 119.
143 Her. 3.13.1: αὐτὸς δὲ τὰ πλεῖστα τοῦ βίου διέτριβεν ἐν τοῖς βασιλικοῖς προαστείοις καὶ τοῖς παραλίοις τῆς 
Καμπανίας χωρίοις, δικάζων τε καὶ πολιτικὰ διοικῶν. As translated in Millar 1977, 16. See also Grüner 
2013, 235.
144 On Alexander’s travels: Cass. Dio Epit. 80.5.1. On his building activity: SHA Alex. 26.9, both as cited in 
Grüner 2013, 235. On the palatium in the Severan period: Grüner 2013, 272-274.
145 Grüner 2013, 236-242, esp. 241. For the excavations, see esp. Paris 2000.
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Beyond the clearer testimony of epigraphic (mostly in the form of fistulae aquariae)146 
and literary sources, the existence of a lively aristocratic élite sharing the same patterns 
of living as the emperor is further supported by the renovations, dating to the Severan 
age, of many of the private houses known today, and a revival, to give an example, of 
painted decorations. By the time Septimius Severus had come to power, the “great 
surge” of Roman wall paintings had long passed.147 For over a century, painters had 
been copying and repeating previous achievements, with minor variations, effectively 
marking mural painting as a form of art representative of the late Republican and Julio-
Claudian period. Already with the Flavians, wall paintings had ceased to be the preferred 
or the most luxurious expression of interior design, in favour of mosaics and opus sectile 
compositions.148 However, possibly due to financial restrictions, limiting the use of 
expensive materials and leading to a temporary moderation in domestic ornamentations, 
at the end of the second century CE this stagnating form of art experienced a new 
appreciation over other types of decoration. Apart from the continuation of Hadrianic 
and Antonine decorations (such as the red and yellow panelled walls), walls appear now 
often painted with Second and Fourth Style “pastiches” in which less organic architectural 
frameworks displayed more elaborate compositions on multiple levels, and, often, large-
scale human figures standing on the ledges of the orthogonal panels or flying within it 
(fig. 59, domus from Via Eleniana, room A, to the forefront).149 Mythological scenes were 
gradually replaced, as in mosaics, by hunting scenes, games in the circus and calendar 
representations of the months.150 Muses, seasons and the Dionysiac world also continued 
146 For an overview, Buccino 2015, passim.
147 Ling 2014, 375.
148 Ling 2014, 375; Carrive 2014b, 338-339. In Moormann 2018b, 12, the author remarks that the general 
decline of painting as the preferred media did not prevent artists from creating well-executed 
decorations throughout the second century CE. An example would be the exceptional painted stucco 
ceiling from the Tomb of the Pancratii in Rome, Via Latina (160’s CE): Ling 2014, 383 fig. 9.7.
149 For examples of Severan architectural schemes: Ostia, Inn of the peacocks; Palatine, exedra of the 
garden stadium, with figures standing in open doorways and a colonnaded courtyard with hangings 
(lost); Rome, Caserma dei Vigili; Rome, House near S. Crisogono (as in Ling 2014, 375-376, 406); a 
cryptoporticus in the Horti Sallustiani from under the former garden area of villa Boncompagni-
Ludovisi, now property of the American Embassy at Rome (Hartswick 2004, 60-61, ca. 190 CE.) On this 
late architectural style, see also Joyce 1981, 21 (modular and architectural systems); Clarke 1991, 76-77 
(panel style); Carrive 2014b, 189-199 for Rome and 217-220 for Ostia; Dubois 2016, I, 137-191; Falzone 
2018, 116; Moormann 2018b, 12-13. Large-scale figure compositions will gain momentum mostly from 
the second half of the third century CE and through the fourth century: Ling 2014, 418-419. They are 
however already present, for example, in the balnea of the domus di Piazza dei Cinquecento in Rome, 
especially rooms E30-E32-E33 (later than 200 CE; Barbera and Paris 1996, 122-130, 162-166; Paris and 
Barbera 2008, 16) and in provincial examples from the Severan period onwards (Dardenay 2018, 73; 
Moormann 2018b, 16-19). An additional type of painting fashionable at the time and especially in 
the provinces were wallpaper patterns: Ling 1991, 188-189; Ling 2014, 410; Dardenay 2018, 68. For an 
overview of late second-third century CE provincial wall paintings and their differentiation from 
Italian and Rome-based decorations: Dardenay 2018, passim; Moormann 2018b, 13-14.
150 Ling 2014, 388-392. A marine Venus is however attested in a third century house under the Church of Santi 
Giovanni e Paolo in Rome: Ling 2014, 414-415. More generally, the Severan age also seems to represent 
the last revival of mythological and narrative scenes, although presented now in different forms from 
in the past (mostly in large- or even life-size compositions): Dardenay 2018, 73, 77-78. For a large-size 
representation of gladiators at Maasbracht, The Netherlands (200 CE): Moormann 2018b, 16 fig. 11, 18.
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to permeate the walls of Roman domestic interiors.151 In his Imagines, Philostratus 
describes a probably invented, but not entirely unrealistic picture gallery of 64 works of 
art recording subjects and iconographies mostly unknown from wall paintings, such as 
more peculiar myths or historical subjects.152 
Most interesting of all, however, was the emergence of a new ‘Linear style’. Already 
documented in the late Antonine period, this Linear style gained prevalence under 
Commodus but only achieved its full status with the Severans. This new, bi-dimensional 
scheme consisted in all-over (including the dado) white monochrome backgrounds 
(replacing the red and yellow panels of Hadrianic compositions) crossed over and 
delimited by red and green bands, with the occasional addition of yellow stripes, usually 
(but not necessarily) tracing pseudo-architectures such as aediculae or architraves, and 
mostly forming the outline of large panels or cobweb patterns that appear as if they have 
been “pieced together to cover the wall” (fig. 59, room B, to the back).153 By the Severan 
period, the linear bands of Antonine decorations had turned into even simpler lines, 
mostly green or red (thus the name ‘red and green Linear style’), with the space within 
the panels occupied by an original set of stock motifs.154 The motifs, characterised by a 
new, consistently repeated colour palette (blue-green for the main body of the motifs and 
maroon red for the outlines), consisted of Medusa or Cupid heads, hippocamps, kalathoi 
and other variously shaped small vases, paterae, garlands and rosettes, small animals such 
as birds or gazelles. Less frequently, flying human figures can still be seen. Rarely more 
complex scenes or motifs are attested. A distinctive and easily recognisable character 
is especially found in the rendition of vegetal motifs: long, slender flowers stemming 
from the perimeter of the walls or from the thin framing lines between the panels (fig. 
61). Probably derived from the decoration of subsidiary Fourth style rooms, such as those 
in the Oppian pavilion of the Domus Aurea, and Flavian examples, again from the Domus 
Aurea and especially from a house in Via Genova, these peculiar, convoluted, somewhat 
‘Baroque’ decorations may be considered a mark of the Severan Linear style, at least in the 
151 As in Ephesus, Hanghaus 2, Wohneinheit 3, room 12 (second quarter of the third century CE): 
Zimmermann 2018, esp. 81-83, fig. 13. The quality of the paintings is described as follows in Moorman 
2018, 15: “The Ephesos paintings show a mix of local trends and impulses from the west in the first 
half of the second century, especially from Rome and Ostia, where specific correspondences can be 
observed, which might have to do with personal contacts of elite Ephesians with the Empire’s capital, 
but do not develop afterward new ways of decoration and tend to stick to flattish panel ensembles.”
152 Ling 2014, 402-404. Examples of historical decorations are unknown from Severan houses but 
described in connection to later buildings, such as a painting with a venatio by Gordian I (238 CE) 
decorating a former house of Pompey now part of the emperor’s family properties (domus Pompeiana; 
SHA Gord. 3.6-8), and a depiction of games offered by Carus, Carinus, and Numerian in 282 CE on the 
walls “around the Portico of the Stable” on the Palatine (SHA Carus 19.1-2): Ling 2014, 404.
153 Clarke 1991, 75. The traditional dado – main zone – upper zone syntax appears to have been gradually 
abandoned in favour of more all-over, larger patterns. For a definition of linear schemes (or 
Streifendekorationen) and their dating: Wirth 1934, 134-142; Joyce 1981, 40-46; Clarke 1991, 75-77, 358-
361; Mielsch 2001, 104-105, 112-120; Baldassarre et al. 2002, 348-351; Falzone 2004, 192-197; Ling 2014, 
406-409; Carrive 2014b, 190-195; Dubois 2016, I, 144-146; Moorman 2018, 13.
154 For the term: Ling 1991, 188. A forerunner of Severan Linear decorations may be recognised in the 
Hadrianic decoration of the so-called private Trajani on the Aventine: Dubois 2016, 159, figs. 103-104.
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capital.155 And even though these standardised motifs represent only an evolution of 
elements that are again derived from early imperial decorations, they nonetheless show 
an evolution in their character and a new creative reformulation as it had not been seen in 
almost a century.156 
Two examples of Linear compositions come with certainty from imperial dwellings 
within the city of Rome, namely a domus on Via Eleniana, incorporated into the villa ad 
spem veterem before Elagabalus’ ascension157, and a large complex from the Piazza dei 
Cinquecento (Stazione Termini).158 The decoration in Via Eleniana covers the wall of a 
small connecting room (B): a very simple scheme of white-ground dado divided vertically 
by thin red lines is paired with a central zone of alternating panels with yellow or green 
bands, each separated by a thin, vertical red line (fig. 59).159 The walls lack any ornamental 
motif. These are present abundantly, instead, in the Linear decorations of the domus (E) 
in Piazza dei Cinquecento, where they decorate an adjacent group of rooms composed of 
a vestibule, a corridor and a relatively modest biclinium.160 In the vestibule and corridor 
the decoration is ‘heavier’, retaining a vague reminiscence of architectural decorations, 
with broad red lines and columns separating the panels and attempting to recreate a 
three-dimensional depth.161 It is in room E8, however, that the Linear style possibly finds 
its best example, with a light all-over pattern of thinly framed panels (horizontal in the 
dado; vertical in the main zone) on a white background. The panels, retaining some hints 
of architecture, were adorned with an imaginative array of rosettes, garlands, and long-
stemmed, three-petal flowers branching out from the dado to invade the space of the 
panels in the central zone (fig. 60).162 Flying human figures, gazelles and birds blend in 
155 On the Linear style as derived from secondary Fourth style decorations: Barbera and Paris 1996, 
66; St. Clair 2002, 243; Dubois 2016, 158-167. For the decorations in the Domus Aurea: Meyboom and 
Moormann 2013, 73 (class IV, Neronian), 96 (post-Neronian: rooms 7-16, 19, 24, 26, 38, 42, 48, 49, 50, 
62, 71, and 116). For the wall paintings from Via Genova (a property of Titus Flavius Salinator): Cima di 
Puolo 1993; Esposito and Moormann in press (also in relation to the Domus Aurea). For an analysis of 
the slender flower motif in Linear Style decorations and its relationship to earlier decorations, I refer 
in particular to Carrive 2014c, esp. 267-271.
156 For a reappraisal of Severan wall paintings: Thomas 2014, 82. On the “revolutionary” character of 
Linear decorations: Clarke 1991, 77. For an analysis of the standardised motifs in Linear decorations 
and their origin, see Carrive 2014b, esp. 334-335. 
157 Via Eleniana, domus ACEA: Barbera 2000, 105; Borgia et al. 2008b, 32; Barbera 2018, 188-189.
158 The residential complex, domus and balnea, may have been a property of Faustina Maior, passed down 
to her daughter, Faustina Minor, and granddaughter, Vibia Aurelia Sabina: Barbera and Paris 1996, 
62-63.
159 De’ Spagnolis Conticello 1989-1990, 84-88; Borgia et al. 2008, 25-28. According to De’ Spagnolis 
Conticello the chronology of the wall paintings could be narrowed to 195-205 CE.
160 Domus E, vestibule E5, corridor E3-E11, room E8. Severan age (end of the second century CE): Barbera 
and Paris 1996, 71-177.
161 Barbera and Paris 1996, 73-77 (E5); 78-85 (E3-E11). Both corridor and vestibule have a maroon dado. The 
style appears closer to that of the cryptoporticus under the U.S. Embassy at Rome.
162 Barbera and Paris 1996, 86-95 (E8). More similar to this scheme, although simpler in execution, is also 
the decoration of a modest fullonica attached to, but independent from, the domus (space E21): Barbera 
and Paris 1996, 87, 170-171.
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lightly with the rest of the decoration from within the thinly-framed panels.163 The three-
petal flowers are particularly interesting because they form, in their style and execution, 
a close grouping with two other significant examples of Linear decorations, one from a 
house on the north-eastern slope of the Palatine (the so-called Palatine East domus) and 
one from the above-mentioned villa of S. Nicola at Ladispoli, on the Tyrrhenian coast. The 
decorations from the Palatine come from a house on the slopes of the hill where a small 
room of uncertain function (S20), possibly a secondary room with the window opening 
onto a staircase, was decorated with a set of thinly-framed panels and stock motifs such 
as hippocamps, dolphins, gazelles, and Medusa heads (fig. 62).164 In Ladispoli, the red 
and green Linear scheme adorned a double-panelled ceiling, from a latrina in the villa’s 
tower (fig. 63).165 Despite its position, the ceiling presents peculiar, high-level renditions 
of the usual motifs (for example, a foliate Medusa head). For both these examples, the 
arrangement of the panels appears to be more similar to the simpler ones from the Via 
Eleniana or the ceiling decoration of a domus under S. Giovanni in Laterano.166 These two, 
however, undoubtedly show similarities in the style and content of their ornamental 
motifs, and both show a resemblance to the domus from Piazza dei Cinquecento (fig. 64). 
As suggested by Archer St. Clair, it may be possible to see in the decoration of the domus 
from Via Eleniana a less developed stage of the Linear style, maturing in the domus 
Laterani as an intermediate step and flourishing in the example of Piazza dei Cinquecento 
and the Palatine, to which we may now add the example from Ladispoli.167 What remains 
to establish is whether these differences visible in these examples may be the result of 
chronological developments – with an earlier phase still influenced by late-Antonine 
163 All the ornamental motifs are added a secco on the painted surface: Barbera and Paris 1996, 68 (E. 
Moormann).
164 For the house and this room’s decoration, with a thorough analysis of coeval examples: St. Clair 
2002; also, more recently, St. Clair 2009. For a close comparison with the decoration in the domus 
from Piazza dei Cinquecento: St. Clair 2002, 243-245 (“the paintings belong to the same decorative 
campaign and share identical motifs, including garlands, gazelles, plants, rosettes and nimbed 
hippocamps”). It should be noted, additionally, that here as well ornamental motifs were added a 
secco: St. Clair 2002, 243.
165 The ceiling was found in a fragmentary state during excavations and recomposed as a result of a 
campaign of study in February 2016 conducted at the Laboratoire archéologique Crypta Balbi – École 
française de Rome and directed by Dr. Mathilde Carrive, with the assistance of the author. The 
results of this study will soon be available in Carrive and Raimondi Cominesi forthcoming (see in 
this volume chapter 4, article 7). For an overview of the rooms, decoration and function of the tower: 
Carrive2014a.
166 De Bruyne 1968, 81-113 (180 CE); Mols and Moormann 1998, 127-130 (180-193 CE). See also St. Clair 2002, 
232 fig. 6, 245-246 (197 CE as terminus ante quem). To this earlier stage (180-190 CE) have also been dated 
the decorations from a cryptoporticus under the Istituto Pio Rivaldi on the Velian Hill: Wirth 1934, 
136; Pisani Sartorio 1983, 162-163; Joyce 1981, 41; St. Clair 2002, 247, fig. 29; Carrive2014b; Dubois 2016, 
171.
167 St. Clair 2002, 246. By the mid-third century CE, the vogue appears to have passed or at least lessened 
in quality, as in the decorations of the Pedagogium on the Palatine: St. Clair 2002, 247-248.
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decorations and a more mature, more creative, and more independent phase168 – or, on 
the contrary, whether they may simply be symptomatic of differences in workshops and 
level of patronage, as it seems more plausible. Unfortunately, we do not possess enough 
elements to form a clear idea of the chronological framework of these decorations.
Apart from chronological issues and their novelty in terms of style the social value of 
Linear decorations, taken as a group, lies in the peculiar fact that they seem to have been 
used mostly, as these examples have shown, for the decoration of secondary rooms, such 
as smaller or side reception rooms, and subsidiary spaces, such as corridors, deposits 
and latrinae, in both imperial and non-imperial dwellings.169 This is important because 
it shows the extent to which house renovations were undertaken during the Severan 
period, with an effort being made to redecorate all rooms and even develop a specific 
trend for secondary spaces. It proves that there existed in Rome a new, lively middle- and 
upper-class group of patrons investing in its domestic properties and commissioning 
new, fashionable mural decorations.170 This had not been the case for most of the second 
century CE, when the quality of wall painting had started to drop and inventiveness was 
replaced by a tired repetition of old styles which appeared cheaper, more economical and 
fewer in numbers. A decline in quality would again be apparent after 235 CE, when the 
Severan patron-class would itself be impoverished by the relocation of political power 
away from Rome and by the incessant internal conflicts. Only with the accession of 
Diocletian in 284 CE and the return of a strong government and a court culture, as had 
168 It may be possible to tentatively think of a division in an earlier phase (180-200 CE), still influenced 
by late Antonine decorations, and a later, more creative phase (200-230 CE). By the mid-third century 
CE, the vogue appears to have already passed or at least lessened in quality (Ling 2014, 405), as in the 
decorations of the Pedagogium on the Palatine (St. Clair 2002, 247-248). Other examples of Linear 
decorations with a generic Severan dating (end of the second-beginning of the third century CE): Villa 
of Livia at Prima Porta (Messineo 2001, 29-30); Villa Magna, Anagni, wine cellar (Fentress et al. 2007, 
7); palatium baianum (Maniscalco 1997); a latrina from Via Garibaldi, Rome (Chini 1997). In addition 
to domestic decorations it might be worth considering the evolution of Linear decorations in funeral 
contexts, from the pagan hypogea, which became the prevalent form of burial at the beginning of the 
third century CE (see for example the decoration of the hypogeum from Via Ravizza in the Necropolis 
Portuense: Borg 2013, 63-65, figs. 37-38, with previous bibliography), to the Christian catacombs. 
The exploitation of the Linear style in the catacombs was so extensive that this is often dubbed, 
erroneously, ‘Catacomb style’ (on the term: Moormann 2018b, 13). A Severan example would be the 
exceptional Christian hypogeum of the Aurelii (ca. 220 CE), located not far from the area of the Horti 
Spei Veteris, and additionally functioning as a religious space: on its decorations, Ling 2014, 406-407, 
410 fig. 9.23; on its function, Petsalis-Diomidis 2007, 277-283, figs. 13.18-13.21.
169 Buccino 2015, 124. On the hierarchical independence of secondary spaces from the decoration 
of main reception rooms as achieved during the Severan period: Liedtke 2003, 269 (“Es ist 
offensichtlich, daß sich die Nebenraumendekorationen des 3. Jahrhunderts n.Chr. vollkommen 
unabhängig von den Hauptraumdekorationen hin zu den reduzierten Formen der Felder- und 
Lineardekorationen entwickeln”). Carrive 2014b, 206-213. Additionally, Linear style patterns appear 
to have been the preferred decoration for the insulae in Rome and Ostia: Falzone 2018, 118.
170 Wall paintings appear to have been often remade in the new fashion while mosaics from the 
Hadrianic and Antonine period tended to be left in place, possibly due to economic restrictions, 
as suggested in Joyce 1981, 99; Paris and Barbera 2008, 12. Mosaics were, for obvious reasons, more 
durable than frescoes and could therefore be left in place for a longer period.
216 CHAPTER 4
existed under the Severans, would a wealthy senatorial élite re-emerge and with it good-
quality wall paintings, mostly in the form of imitation opus sectile: the “Indian summer” 
of this form of art.171 Linear decorations, therefore, as simple as they may have been, 
acquire importance in this context as yet another positive outcome of the investments of 
Severan emperors in the city of Rome and its inhabitants.
A general remark on quality and high standards in mural decorations may be significant 
at this point. Modern scholarship has often looked unfavourably at a perceived absence 
of ‘excellence’ in wall decorations, especially those in imperial buildings, which never 
truly stood up in comparison with non-imperial dwellings. A prime example would be the 
consideration that the wall paintings in the Oppian pavilion of Nero’s Domus Aurea were 
only a partial specimen, and not the best, of the art in the emperor’s residence, simply 
because they do not appear particularly luxurious and they do not outshine contemporary 
examples of decorations from Pompeii and the provinces.172 It might be worth considering, 
instead, that this was, ultimately, the best result Roman painters could achieve according 
to the fashion of the moment. Simply, it was an achievement shared with the entirety 
of the emperor’s subjects, in an unbroken exchange of ideas and decorative motifs.173 
To understand the peculiarity of this process to the Roman context, we might look 
again at Hellenistic palaces, and in particular at Herod’s palaces in Judaea, at the end of 
the first century BCE. Decorated in a style borrowed from contemporary residences in 
Rome, especially Augustus’ Palatine residence and the dwellings of his entourage and 
immediate family, the Roman design of wall paintings never seemed to really take root 
in the houses of Herod’s subjects, where Hellenistic Masonry style remained the go-to 
choice.174 Unlike what we see happening in Rome, even in terms of decoration there seems 
to be no interaction between the more luxurious or peculiar decorations in the palace and 
more common domestic interiors. In contrast, when the palace in Rome acquires its own 
format at the end of the second century CE, a shared language of decorations between the 
imperial residences and the houses of the aristocracy (and consequently of all classes) 
had long been employed and innovations in the palace strongly influence the general 
development of artistic trends. Furthermore, even if the quality of Linear decorations 
may seem poor to a modern eye, it was the best achievement or at least an innovation of 
the time, one that marked the existence of a lively élite investing in the embellishment 
171 Ling 2014, 405. For a parallelism between Diocletian’s and Septimius Severus’ reigns and their 
dynastic vision: Palombi 2015, 62. It is telling that Diocletian’s Edictum de pretiis rerum venalium (Edict 
on maximum prices) established higher payments for painters than for mosaicists (VII.1): 75 denarii 
a day for wall painters (no. 8) and 150 for figure painters (no. 9) with maintenance, against the 60 
denarii to be paid for a worker in marble pavements (no. 5) and wall mosaics (no.6), and only 50 for 
a worker in tessellated floors, also with maintenance (no. 7). For a complete edition of the Edictum: 
Graser 1940; Giacchero 1974.
172 For a discussion on this topic: Moormann 2018b, 11.
173 Provincial decorations show a continuous “deconstruction and reconstruction, in new forms and 
according to a new grammar, of the basic elements of Roman wall-painting” (Dardenay 2018, 83).
174 Rozenberg 2018, 145.
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of its properties, despite the growing economic unease.175 It is a phenomenon that we see 
occurring not only in Rome but in the empire as a whole, with high-level investments 
in domestic architecture counterbalancing the decline of once-thriving communities. 
This is the case, for example, with the cities of Ostia and Carthago Nova, characterised 
during the Severan age – in the case of Carthago Nova, more specifically during the reign 
of Elagabalus – by a decline in lower-level housing and a permanency, if not a growth, of 
luxurious households.176 In Carthago Nova, the new Linear style is attested in combination 
with interesting forms of reuse of valuable wall paintings from the past.177 To summarize, 
it is evident that a crucial role was played by the wealthier patronage of the Severan age 
in keeping alive domestic decorations and in guaranteeing the continuity of the Roman 
villa-based culture. Thanks to this mediation, villas continued to thrive and grow, on an 
unprecedented scale, throughout Late Antiquity, next to and together with a new palatial 
culture.178
5 | Conclusions
Despite being the first non-Italian dynasty, the Severans were the last to focus on Rome 
as the centre of the Empire. Especially after Caracalla’s decision to contravene his father’s 
plan of assigning each of his sons one half of the Empire, with Caracalla ruling as emperor 
from Rome and Geta from Antioch179, the city of Rome thrived through its last season 
of political sovereignty. This meant treating it on one hand as the spiritual capital of 
the Roman Empire, to the benefit of all of its new citizens, and on the other hand as the 
continued, official seat of its founding and most important political body, the senate. In 
this direction went Septimius Severus’ public building programmes, as is well exemplified 
by his interventions in the Forum Romanum, as means of appeasing the senatorial élite by 
ensuring the traditional balance between monarchical rule and republican ideals. Thus, 
we see the Arch of Severus facing and citing the Augustan Parthian Arch; the mirabilia 
of Rome restored in the Templum Pacis and the city glorified in the Forma Urbis; the city 
served by new aqueducts and embellished by temples newly dedicated or restored to the 
traditional gods. New life was instilled in the city by the growth of its political body, with 
wealthy residences being built anew and a revival of creativity, such as that leading to a 
175 Economic unease was disguised in the magnificent public commissions by the sponsorship of 
Severan emperors but well attested in the slow decline of smaller communities: overall, the level of 
imperial patronage was kept high at Rome and Lepcis Magna, but the building programmes of these 
two cities were hardly matched by the same level of spending in other cities of the Empire after 193 CE: 
Wilson 2007, 291.
176 In Ostia, while the insulae are abandoned, thirty or more luxurious dwellings were in use between 
350 and 600 CE: Mar and Verde 2008, 55. For the élite revival of Carthago Nova: Noguera Celdrán et al. 
2017. More generally, on the disappearance of lower- and middle-class houses: Ellis 1988, passim.
177 In the early third century CE a set of Fourth-style panels with Muses were detached from a previous 
wall and reinstalled in a newly repainted room (14), ‘Edificio del Atrio’, Carthago Nova: Fernández 
Díaz et al. 2018.
178 For the concentration of wealth in the hands of a narrower élite and the consequential increase of 
late-antique villas: Ellis 1988, esp. 566, followed by Mar and Verde 2008, esp. 58.
179 Palombi 2015, 66.
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new propagation of painted interior decorations and the creation, for example, of a new 
decorative language as exemplified by the Linear style. 
The new monumentality of Rome, however, could not conceal or relieve the pressure to 
delocalise power. Under the Severans, the Greek East continued to become increasingly 
prominent, and rising economic restraints were less easily concealed behind the 
magnificence of Severan sponsorship.180 The efforts to exploit the emperor’s residence 
on the Palatine and embellish it did not prevent Elagabalus from creating the first-ever 
‘imitation-Palatine’ in the suburbs of Rome, in the newly acquired property in the Horti 
Spei Veteris, or later emperors from using it as a ‘replicable’, more adaptable version of 
their official residence. The creation of a palatial format, however, now disconnected 
from the villa culture of the wealthy, if on one hand might be the negative symbol of 
the fading power of Rome as the centre of the Empire, is on the other a testimony to the 
resourcefulness of Roman society in reusing the past (the Palatine residence) to support 
the needs of the present (a moveable format for a travelling court). 
Indeed, the Severans, much like Augustus, were able, throughout their rule, to present 
themselves as old and new at the same time: a “culmination of the styles and the themes”181 
of the past centuries and a foreshadowing of Late Antiquity.182 Indeed, Late Antiquity as 
we know it to be shaped may have not been possible without the skilful mediation of the 
Severans: by renegotiating the traditional codifications of power, they were able to assist 
and enable the transition of the Empire to its next stage. By recombining and anchoring 
the past, preventing its erasure and shaping it in innovative forms, they facilitated change 
and, ultimately, shaped it.183 
180 On the Severan revival of the building industry: Lusnia 2014, 27. On the general economic scarcity, 
with a prevalence of reused architectonic materials: Thomas 2014, 88-89. On the rapid decay of 
Severan monuments through the third century because of a lack of resources to maintain them: 
Lusnia 2014, 10.
181 Swain 2007, 12.
182 Newby 2007, 201: Severan art as “stepping stone” for later developments. On Severan architecture 
shaping the late-antique practice of reuse and eclecticism: Pensabene and Caprioli 2018, 219.
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ceiling, as well as the comparative investigation of the ensemble is the product of the joint 
collaboration between the author and Carrive. I am also responsible for the Italian version 
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1 | Introduzione
Il sito archeologico di Marina di San Nicola, situato a circa 30 km a nord di Roma, è noto 
sin dal XVII secolo e fu progressivamente identificato con i resti di una villa di età romana 
grazie alla ricca documentazione musiva rinvenuta in situ. Databile nella sua prima fase 
di vita alla I metà del I sec. d.C., la villa dovette far parte del demanio imperiale almeno a 
partire dal III sec. d.C.1. Una serie di interventi di scavo fu condotta a partire dagli anni ’70 
dalla Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici dell’Etruria Meridionale, affiancata in seguito 
dall’École française de Rome e dall’Università di Strasburgo, sotto la guida di X. Lafon. I 
lavori, grazie anche allo scavo approfondito di alcuni settori, hanno permesso di precisare 
il piano generale della villa, che appare composta da diversi corpi di fabbrica (fig. 65)2. In 
particolar modo, gli scavi francesi si sono concentrati, a partire dalla fine degli anni ’80, 
nel settore orientale della villa, caratterizzato da un portico (I, nella mappa), culminante 
a nord in una torre panoramica. La torre ha restituito una ricca documentazione pittorica: 
in questa sede saranno presentati i risultati relativi allo studio del soffitto rinvenuto in 
stato di crollo nella latrina 10 (fig. 65), oggetto di una campagna di studi a cavallo degli anni 
2015-20163. Le pareti dell’ambiente si presentavano rivestite da un manto di cementizio a 
base fittile fino ad un’altezza di ca. 1,30 m e in continuità con il rivestimento pavimentale, 
mentre uno strato d’intonaco di malta di colore bianco doveva ricoprire la superficie 
restante.
2 | Ricostruzione del disegno del soffitto
Le tracce di incannucciata ancora chiaramente visibili sul retro dei materiali hanno 
permesso di ricostruire un soffitto piano (fig. 66)4. Sull’intonaco sono ancora visibili 
diverse tracce preparatorie, che annoverano impronte di corda battuta, fori da compasso, 
incisioni e linee di costruzione di colore giallo. Il soffitto presentava una peculiare 
decorazione bipartita, emersa con chiarezza nel corso delle ricerche svolte in laboratorio e 
confermata in seguito dall’analisi della documentazione di scavo5. Lo schema decorativo 
appare suddiviso in due moduli quadrangolari, entrambi su fondo bianco, separati tra 
loro da una profilatura di colore rosso bordeaux. Dello stesso colore e spessore è la linea 
1 Il rinvenimento di due fistule plumbee, recanti il nome di Elagabalo, fornisce un sicuro terminus p.q. 
(AE 2004, 556), mentre ulteriori dati epigrafici sembrerebbero documentare un’appartenenza della 
villa al demanio imperiale già per il II sec. d.C.: Enei 2008, 126. 
2 Per gli scavi della Soprintendenza: Nardi 1972, 57; Proietti 1980; Nardi 1981, 113-114. Per gli scavi 
francesi: Lafon 1990.
3 I materiali sono stati recuperati previa quadrettatura dello stato di crollo; ad essi si trovava confuso 
anche parte del materiale dell’ambiente al piano superiore, accuratamente separato in sede di studio. 
Si rimanda a Carrive 2014a per una trattazione preliminare dell’intero apparato decorativo nel settore 
(I) (portico e torre) della villa.
4 L’incannucciata è composta da fasci di cordicelle da 3 a 5 cm di larghezza. L’intonaco, applicato in 
tre strati, ha uno spessore variabile da 3 a 7,5 cm in funzione della grandezza delle canne. Il supporto 
appare solido.
5 Sulla base delle dimensioni dell’ambiente 10, si è calcolato che il soffitto dovesse avere una superficie 
complessiva di 5,09 x 2,49 m.
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perimetrale che incornicia il soffitto nella sua interezza e su cui si imposta la linea 
divisoria tra i due moduli (fig. 63)6. Questi si caratterizzano come segue:
(1) Il modulo sud è composto da uno schema simmetrico a partire da un cerchio centrale, 
ripartito su due livelli: una prima fascia interna, composta da una corona dentellata di 
colore rosso; una seconda fascia esterna, formata da una sequenza di ghirlande vegetali 
legate da nastri. Da queste ghirlande pendono a raggiera, in corrispondenza degli angoli 
della campitura, quattro festoni vegetali stilizzati di colore verde scuro. È verosimile 
pensare che all’interno del cerchio centrale dovesse trovare posto un motivo figurato, di 
cui però non è stato possibile stabilire con certezza la natura: suggeriamo al momento di 
porvi i frammenti di un delfino di piccole dimensioni, rimasti esclusi dalla ricostruzione 
dei campi laterali Lungo il perimetro della campitura, in corrispondenza degli assi 
mediani, appaiono collocati quattro riquadri rettangolari, uno per ciascun lato, formati 
da una semplice fascia di colore rosso, a sua volta inquadrata tra due filetti dello stesso 
colore. Nei riquadri dei lati sud, est ed ovest, il lato lungo inferiore coincide con la fascia 
pertinente alla bordura del soffitto: alcuni frammenti presentano ancora chiaramente 
visibile la curvatura dell’attacco tra superficie del soffitto e parete laterale. Il riquadro del 
lato nord, invece, sfrutta come linea di base la fascia divisoria tra i due moduli del soffitto. 
All’interno di ciascuno dei riquadri trovavano posto coppie figurate, simmetriche a due 
a due: una coppia di delfini, rivolti verso la parete di fondo, nei riquadri est ed ovest; una 
coppia formata da un ippocampo, in primo piano, e un mostro marino, sul retro, per i 
riquadri dei lati nord e sud (fig. 64a).
Impostato sul lato lungo dei riquadri appare invece un motivo floreale, composto da un 
lungo stelo con volute laterali e corolla di petali, quasi tangente alla fascia a ghirlande 
del cerchio centrale. Dalla base esterna di ciascun lato breve si dipartono ad arco lunghi 
fili vegetali, che seguono così l’andamento dei quarti di cerchio a profilatura verde che 
occupano gli angoli della campitura (fig. 67). I quarti di cerchio dovevano a loro volta 
inquadrare tre teste vegetali di fauno, di cui è stato possibile ricomporne interamente due, 
caratterizzate da raffinati giochi di luce e ombra, forse il prodotto di due mani pittoriche 
distinte. Il numero delle teste e dei cerchi, così come la mancanza dei lunghi steli vegetali 
nell’angolo nord-est del modulo, ha indotto a collocare in quest’area del soffitto due nuclei 
di frammenti, caratterizzati da un diverso andamento dell’incannucciata rispetto al resto 
del materiale. Le canne vanno, infatti, a formare un angolo aperto, segno della presenza 
di una rientranza nel soffitto, corrispondente verosimilmente, a sua volta, ad un’apertura 
nella parete, forse una nicchia o più probabilmente una finestra.
(2) Il modulo nord si presenta lacunoso a causa della rimozione di materiale in crollo 
dall’angolo nord-est dell’ambiente durante un sondaggio, effettuato prima degli 
interventi francesi. Sebbene la mancanza di documentazione relativa al materiale rimosso 
impedisca di fornire una ricostruzione certa per questa sezione del soffitto, è possibile 
6 La stanza doveva prendere luce probabilmente solo da una piccola finestra, è probabile dunque che 
la scelta di ricorrere ad un motivo a fondo bianco derivi dalla volontà di accentuare la poca luce 
naturale, come è il caso in altri ambienti coevi (cfr. Moormann 1996, 69).
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affermare che la decorazione si sviluppa, a partire da un motivo centrale, così come il 
modulo meridionale, su uno schema impostato per linee mediane e diagonali. I motivi 
circolari ‘vegetalizzanti’ del modulo sud appaiono sostituiti da motivi geometrici lineari. 
Proponiamo di collocare al centro del modulo i frammenti di un grande cerchio di colore 
arancione, a sua volta connesso, tramite coppie di fasce lineari gialle, a quattro semicerchi 
laterali a fascia verde. I semicerchi, che si trovano lungo gli assi mediani, incorniciano 
una serie di motivi vegetali stilizzati. Agli angoli del modulo, in corrispondenza delle 
diagonali, si colloca una serie di quarti di cerchio a fascia gialla o arancione, collegati 
tramite linee di colore verde al cerchio centrale7. Nello spazio definito dalle fasce diagonali 
e dalle mediane trovano posto due coppie specchiate di corone vegetali. L’angolo sud-
est doveva essere occupato dalla seconda metà della rientranza già documentata per il 
modulo sud. 
Una serie di motivi figurati trovava posto all’interno delle varie forme circolari. I motivi 
sono attribuibili a questa metà del soffitto sia in base allo stile che alle informazioni 
fornite dalla documentazione di scavo. Essi consistono in almeno due teste alate e due 
grandi delfini di colore giallo e verde. Sulla base dell’orientamento dei motivi, proponiamo 
di collocare i delfini all’interno dei quarti di cerchio angolari e le teste alate nei semicerchi 
a fascia verde. Un terzo motivo, di cui si conserva un solo esemplare (una figura di colore 
blu dalla lunga coda di pesce), è ipoteticamente collocabile all’interno del grande cerchio 
centrale. Da notare come anche in questa sezione, così come nella campitura meridionale, 
tutte le profilature a fascia sono inquadrate tra due filetti di colore rosso.
3 | Confronti e proposta di datazione 
Da un punto di vista stilistico, il soffitto rientra nella categoria delle cosiddette decorazioni 
lineari, note in letteratura come Streifendekorationen, uno stile diffuso a Roma a partire 
dalla fine del II sec. d.C. e per tutto il III sec. d.C.8. Un confronto con la decorazione degli 
ambienti residenziali urbani attribuibili al periodo severiano, un repertorio purtroppo 
archeologicamente limitato, mostra molti punti di contatto. Tra questi esempi, tanto 
più significativi per la loro appartenenza e localizzazione, citiamo le decorazioni dal 
complesso imperiale di Roma Termini; quelle di una stanza rinvenuta presso il declivio 
nord-est del Palatino; e infine gli ambienti privati messi in luce sotto la basilica di San 
Giovanni in Laterano9. Non mancano punti di contatto anche con la decorazione di 
età severiana nella Villa di Livia a Prima Porta10. Le decorazioni citate condividono la 
7 I frammenti superstiti hanno permesso di ricostruire con certezza solo un quarto di cerchio di colore 
giallo per l’angolo sud-ovest e uno di colore arancione per l’angolo nord-ovest.
8 Wirth 1934, 134-142; Clarke 1991, 75-77, 358-361; Mielsch 2001, 104-106, 112-120; Baldassarre et al. 2002, 
148-450; Carrive 2014b, 190195.
9 Per la domus in Piazza dei Cinquecento: Barbera e Paris 1996, in part. 73-95 (fine II sec. d.C.). Per 
l’ambiente dalla domus est sul Palatino, St. Clair 2002, 236-249 (età severiana). Per gli ambienti sotto 
San Giovanni in Laterano, De Bruyne 1968, 81-113 (180 d.C.); Mols e Moormann 1998, 127-130 (periodo 
tardo-antoniniano/prima età severiana, pre-193 d.C.).
10 Messineo 2001, 29-30.
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medesima gamma cromatica, caratteristica del periodo iniziale dello stile lineare (con un 
largo impiego del colore blu-verde, destinato in seguito a scomparire), e mostrano tutte un 
alto livello qualitativo, con motivi realizzati con cura e ripetuti con pochissime variazioni. 
Tra tutti, citiamo in particolare il motivo dell’ippocampo (fig. 64a)11. 
La decorazione di uno degli ambienti sotto il Laterano rappresenta un confronto 
particolarmente significativo, poiché le somiglianze non si limitano in questo caso 
ai motivi decorativi ma si estendono allo schema compositivo: due moduli a schema 
centralizzato accostati tra loro senza soluzione di continuità12. Il confronto, a cui si 
aggiunge quello con lo schema decorativo della volta nel cd. cubiculum d’Orfeo dalle 
catacombe di San Callisto, permette di circoscrivere ulteriormente la datazione del nostro 
soffitto alla fase iniziale dello stile lineare, databile tra la fine del II sec. e il primo quarto 
del III sec. d.C., così come confermato da dati archeologici certi per i due esempi citati13. 
La datazione ben si sposa con quella di un’importante fase di ristrutturazione della villa 
di Marina di San Nicola così come emersa dagli scavi, circoscrivibile alla fine del II e gli 
inizi del III sec. d.C.14. È questo, significativamente, il momento in cui la villa appare tra le 
proprietà demaniali dell’imperatore Elagabalo15.
Per concludere, il soffitto dalla villa di Marina di San Nicola rappresenta un nuovo, 
importante tassello per la ricostruzione del nuovo linguaggio pittorico che sembra 
accomunare, fin nei minimi dettagli, le dimore private delle élites urbane romane sul 
finire del II sec. d.C.
11 Barbera e Paris 1996, tavv. V.a, VI. La stessa coincidenza si ripete per i delicati motivi floreali con 
volute laterali (St. Clair 2002, 240-242, figg. 17, 22); per i motivi a ghirlanda (St. Clair 2002, fig. 16) e per 
le teste di fauno (Messineo 2001, 29, fig. 16).
12 Mols e Moormann 1998, 116, 129, figg. 466-467 (ambiente o). Vd. Anche Baldassarre et al. 2002, 348.
13 Il cubiculum d’Orfeo si data correntemente al primo quarto del III sec. d.C.: Braconi e Bisconti 2015, 
108-109. Il terminus a. q. per gli ambienti sotto il Laterano è fissato al 193 d.C.: Mols e Moormann 1998, 
127-130.
14 Per la datazione di questa fase: Carrive 2014a, 580-581.
15 Cfr. nota 746.
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Figures chapter 4
FIGURE 53  Ivory statuette depicting Emperor Septimius Severus, from the area of the Bibliotheca 
Pacis, Forum Pacis, Rome © Roberto Lucignani, Sovrintendenza Roma Capitale. 
FIGURE 54  Digital reconstruction of the Forum Roman in the 
Severan age with view of the Arch of Septimius Severus and 
Augustus’ Parthian Arch © Muth, Susanne. “Severa”, digitales forum 
romanum, http://www.digitales-forum-romanum.de/epochen/
severisch/?lang=it/ (last accessed on 31.01.2019)
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FIGURE 55  Septimius Severus’ arch at Lepcis Magna © Photo by the 
author. 
FIGURE 56  Digital reconstruction of the Severan phase of the Palatine residence © Wulf-Rheidt 2012c, fig. 12.
ARTICLE  7 229
FIGURE 57  Plan of the Severan residence ad spem veterem – Palatium Sessorianum in 
Rome © Barbera 2018, 187, fig. 1. 
FIGURE 58  Plan of the palatial complex in Milano: in red, the residential 
quarter; in blue, the area of the circus © Ceresa Mori 2012. 
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FIGURE 59  Domus ACEA from Via Eleniana, Rome, rooms A (to the fore) and room B (to the back) © CC.
FIGURE 60  Linear decoration from the domus di Piazza dei 
Cinquecento, room E8, east wall © Barbera and Paris 1996, 95, pl. 
VI-c. 
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FIGURE 61  Details of the long-stemmed, three-petal Linear flowers from (a) Rome, Palatine East 
domus © St. Clair 2002, 240, fig. 17 (b) Rome, domus di Piazza dei Cinquecento (Stazione Termini), 
room E8 © Barbera and Paris 1996, 94, pl. VI-b (C) Ladispoli, villa di Marina di S. Nicola © Courtesy 
of M. Carrive. Photo by T. Crognier.
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FIGURE 62  Reconstruction of the Palatine East domus, 
room S20 © St. Clair 2002, 231, fig. 4.
FIGURE 63  Reconstruction of the ceiling decoration of a latrina from Ladispoli, 
villa di Marina di S. Nicola © Drawing by M. Carrive and A. Raimondi Cominesi.
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FIGURE 64  (a-b) Nimbed hippocamp with a dragon and two dolphins from Ladispoli, villa di Marina 
di S. Nicola © Courtesy of M. Carrive. Photo by T. Crognier (c) Nimbed hippocamp and dolphin from 
the Palatine East domus © St. Clair 2002, 241, fig. 19 (d) Lunette with hippocamp from Piazza dei 
Cinquecento, corridor E3-E11 © Barbera and Paris 1996, 85, pl. V-a.
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FIGURE 65  (a) General plan of the Villa di Marina di S. Nicola at Ladispoli (b) Detail of the 
tower with indication of the latrina (room 10).© Courtesy of M. Carrive.
FIGURE 67  Villa di Marina di S. Nicola at Ladispoli. Fragment 
with a dolphin, corner plant, and the outline of a quarter of a 
circle © Courtesy of  
M. Carrive. Photo by T. Crognier.
FIGURE 66  Villa di Marina di S. Nicola at Ladispoli. Detail 
of the indented angle and inversion of direction of the 





Defining the Creation of the Roman Palace and its 
Symbolism
 
The evolution of the imperial residences on the Palatine from Augustus to the Severans 
shows the progressive creation of a standard Roman ‘format’ for the ruler’s house, which 
transformed from an aristocratic domus in what we ourselves conceptualise as ‘palace’. This 
transformation ran parallel to the transformation of Octavian’s disguised monarchy at the 
end of the 40’s BCE into a self-standing form of government. The process was, however, far 
from linear and not without difficulties. At numerous turning points, emperors (and with 
them, their architects and their artists) had to face and overcome changes – in dynasty, in 
expectations, in their own desires to shape the monarchy as they wished, and, finally, in 
society at large. Changes could come from outside the personal command of an emperor, 
dictated by economic contingencies or political necessities, or could be dictated by the 
rulers’ themselves. In both scenarios, each emperor had a different motive and different 
goals in mind for making sure that innovations happened and that the monarchy would 
enter a new course. 
One of the tools that emperors had to make changes and ensure a successful outcome to 
their innovative enterprises was that of relying on memories of the past by anchoring 
them to the present. Sometimes, the same past was reused by different emperors: the 
customs (mores) of the Republic; Augustus as the ‘model’ emperor (and an anchor stratified 
by the different meanings attached to it over time). The outcomes and the changes that 
were implemented through the anchoring, however, were usually very different for each 
emperor, because the environment that had triggered them was different, as well as the 
recipients. The reasons for changing were different, hence the messages that were passed 
were also different, even when their content was meant to look the same. When a claim 
was made that Augustus’ Rome was being brought back to life, this was hardly ever the 
case. Following Frédéric Hurlet, “Il n’y a jamais eu de restauration à l’identique’’.1 The 
past is not repeated exactly as it had been. And not because a philological restoration of 
a long-lost Rome would have been an impossible task, but mostly because that was never 
the aim. Collective memories were exploited in order to ensure progress and innovation, 
against and not in favour of stagnation.2 The collective memories functioned as anchors 
to a familiar past to help shape a new visual language and create a Roman vocabulary 
for the new monarchy and its developments. Through the anchors, Roman traditions 
found their place in the present as did languages borrowed from outside Roman society, 
most and foremost from the neighbouring Hellenistic kingdoms. As phrased by Peter 
Heslin, “It is impossible to understand the particular brilliance of Roman art without 
1 Hurlet 2014, 16.
2 Huxtable 2008, 1: “No ‘historic reconstruction’is ever really true to the original; there is neither the 
desire nor the courage to embrace another era’s taste. We keep what we like and discard what we 
don’t.”
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appreciating the way it transformed the elements of Greek visual culture into a language 
whose elements could be recombined in infinite variation to articulate its own concerns”.3 
From the Hellenistic world, the Romans borrowed, for instance, the symbolism and 
the visual vocabulary of the Golden Age, as well as the already dual language of Graeco-
Egyptian art, turned into a Roman ‘Egyptianising’ language, placed in Rome, possibly, for 
“ease of translation between cultures”.4 With Vitruvius’ words (De Arch. 7.10):  confidentes 
auctoribus audemus institutiones novas comparare; “And relying upon such authorities, we 
venture to produce new systems of instruction”.5
Throughout the entire trajectory of the early Roman monarchy, the Palatine and its 
residences played a central role in the translation of the language of the past into the 
present, and the language of the extraneous into the familiar. By doing so, they shaped 
the essence of Roman rule and embodied the personal power of the emperor, that of his 
household, and his court. The past was embedded in the decorations on the walls and 
in their architectonic appearance. As the house of the emperor was firmly anchored in 
the past, rooted in tradition (with the past on its walls), however, it never ceased to be 
projected forwards.
Augustus
The Palatine itself had been a construction and a creation of the new monarchic Rome, 
singled out by Octavian, not long after Caesar’s assassination, as the most meaningful 
location – a mnemonic site – for the erection of his new urban domus. Aristocratic élites 
were already accustomed to using their domestic dwellings as symbols of their power and 
social standing, and the Palatine was a location much sought-after by Roman senators, 
thus Octavian’s project of a new residential complex on the hill would not have come as 
a surprise. Octavian, however, took the model of the aristocratic house and enhanced it, 
though with caution, to suit the new requirements of his power, as these now surpassed 
the needs of self-display of a consul or a triumvir. The result was a house that was Roman 
in essence but that was also permeated by a ‘Hellenistic atmosphere’ that informed the 
3 Heslin 2015, 139. On the reception and adaptation of Hellenist semantic systems into Roman art, 
and their transformation in “Romanness”, see in particular Gazda 2002 and Hölscher 2004. Also, 
Baldassarre 2009, 79 and Heslin 2015, 3: “the denotative elements in Roman painting were almost 
exclusively Greek, but the connotative dimension was very Roman”.
4 Davies 2011, 377, with a discussion of the dual, or bilingual style of Graeco-Egyptian art. See also 
Ling 2014, 396. The ‘Egyptian’ component is intended here as the Ptolemaic habit of creating art in 
line with the Pharaonic tradition. On dual traditions used as power tools in the Hellenistic world, 
see Strootman 2011, 66: “Leading families in the provinces who benefited from the empire, or who 
aspired to participate in the system of imperial patronage, adopted a double, e.g. Hellenistic-Jewish, 
Hellenistic-Babylonian, or Hellenistic-Greek, identity as an expression of allegiance and a means of 
distancing themselves from those excluded from power. Thus, the empire was united at its highest 
level through a shared elite culture. The royal household served as a point of contact for these 
otherwise unconnected elites.”. On the use of Aegyptiaca, their agency and global connectivity 
throughout history and in relation to Rome: Verluys 2016, esp. 133, 136. More specifically on the 
Aegyptiaca Romana: Versluys 2002; Davies 2011; van Aerde 2015. On Egypt as a part of the Roman 
koine: Versluys 2017.
5 As translated in Gazda 2002, 12.
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new decorative designs on the walls and the architecture of Octavian’s new residence. 
The Hellenistic apparatus of the house was likely directed at the foreign guests visiting 
Octavian in Rome rather than his fellow Roman associates, possibly to counterbalance 
Mark Antony’s political actions in Alexandria.6 It had the aim of positioning Octavian 
(already before his official recognition as sole ruler by the bestowal of the title Augustus) 
within the existing language of power of Hellenistic rulers and their courts as expressed 
through their royal quarters (τὰ βασιλεία).7 The Hellenistic ‘palaces’ were often the setting 
of diplomatic exchanges, in which kings received each other’s ambassadors, formed 
marriage alliances, discussed trade, and received one other as equals, despite their 
individual claims of being each the sole ruler of the oikumene.8 These practices translated 
into an architectonic structure that could accommodate them, as it was the case for the 
groups of banqueting halls that we see often distributed around open courtyards.9 In 
Rome, however, a palace, nor any concept of a royal house, had ever existed before Octavian 
seized power. He had to invent one and make it acceptable for even the most conservative 
fringes of Roman aristocracy. He did so by using anchors to Rome’s monarchic past and 
by covering change under the guise of tradition. He succeeded. Foreign diplomats came 
to Rome, stayed, and then spread the new elements of Rome’s artistic production.10 The 
house evolved into a palace (basileia), especially with its nearby Temple of Apollo, albeit 
forever branded with a mark of ‘modesty’ and ‘frugal living’, as with expectations of its 
continuing to conform to Republican customs.
Nero and the Julio-Claudians
Similar expectations certainly made it challenging for the emperors that followed 
Augustus to express their monarchic power more openly through their house, the proof 
being the systematic targeting of houses that showed the extent of imperial power as the 
6 On Mark Antony assembling Hellenistic kings in Alexandria and offering them Roman patronage: 
Strootman 2010.
7 It is suggestive to consider how the title of ‘Augustus’ might have given Octavian an additional layer of 
credibility in the eyes of Hellenistic sovereigns, as a Roman equivalent of the Hellenistic title ‘Great 
King’ and ‘King of Kings’. On these titles as legitimation for hegemonic rulers in the Hellenistic world, 
see Strootman 2014, 54: “A Great King (or King of Kings) is basically someone who can legitimately 
assign royal status to others. Imperial armies provide the security that the subjects need in order 
to produce the surplus that supports the imperial military system. The titles Great King and King of 
Kings are thus realistic expressions of actual political and diplomatic relations.”
8 For the concept of ‘world unity’ under the Hellenistic kings, see Strootman 2007, 352, esp. note 9; 
Strootman 2014, esp. 41.
9 Strootman 2018, 279, with specific examples.
10 Suet. Aug. 48: Reges socios etiam inter semet ipsos necessitudinibus mutuis iunxit, promptissimus 
affinitatis cuiusque atque amicitiae conciliator et fautor; (…) ac plurimorum liberos et educavit simul 
cum suis et instituit; “Among kings friendly to Rome, he [Augustus] encouraged most intimate union. 
He was always ready to promote and support marriages and friendships between them (…) and brought 
up the children of many of them, educating them with his own”. As cited in Jussen forthcoming. 
On the concept of ‘royal pages’ (basilikoi paides) as a monarchical tool in Hellenistic kingdoms: 
Strootman 2007, 181-188; Strootman 2012, 45-46. On the same practice implemented by Mark Antony in 
Alexandria: Dio 51.16.1, as in Strootman 2010; Jussen forthcoming. For the influence of the Hellenistic 
court on Augustus and his network of royal ‘friends’ and client kings, see in particular Paterson 2007.
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expression of ‘bad emperors’. This is true for example for both the houses of Caligula and 
Nero on the Palatine, which had one thing in common: they went beyond the limits of 
the hill, proving that the emperor had such power as to choose any location he wanted 
to include in his private abodes – even a temple, with Caligula turning the Temple of the 
Dioscuri, in the Forum Romanum, into the vestibule of his house. 
If the house of Augustus had displayed Hellenistic elements, it continued to be, 
nonetheless, very much a part of Rome’s environment: the city included the house in its 
web of public monuments. So in Dio (55.12.5):
Ὁ δὲ Αὔγουστος τὴν οἰκίαν οἰκοδομήσας ἐδημόσιωσε πᾶσαν, εἴτε δὴ διὰ τὴν συντέλειαν 
τὴν παρὰ τοῦ δήμου οἱ γενομένην, εἴτε καὶ ὅτι ἀρχιέρεως ἦν, ἵν᾿ ἐν τοῖς ἰδίοις ἅμα καὶ ἐν τοῖς 
κοινοῖς οἰκοίη.
“When Augustus had built his house, he made it all state property, either on account of the 
contributions made by the people or because he was high priest and wished to live in apartments 
that were at once private and public.” 
 
With Caligula first and Nero later, the reverse happened: the house englobed the city, as 
Pliny is ready to highlight:
Sed omnes eas duae domus vicerunt. bis vidimus urbem totam cingi domibus principum Gai 
et Neronis, huius quidem, ne quid deesset, aurea. 
 
“However, all these houses were surpassed by two. Twice have we seen the whole city girdled by 
imperial houses, those of Gaius and Nero, the latter’s house, to crown all, being indeed a House of 
Gold.” (Nat. Hist. 36.24.111)11
 
This exceeding of the physical limits of the Palatine may have been one of the reasons 
why the houses of Caligula and Nero were deemed as improperly extravagant and overly 
luxurious enterprises, beyond the character of the individual elements of architecture 
and decoration that made them up. Romans, it became apparent, did not look favourably 
at these excesses and carelessness towards boundaries. Yet, especially the period of 
Neronian rule would be a time of technological and artistic flourishing that deeply 
involved the houses of the emperor and from there influenced those of his subject’s, 
as a demonstration that not everything about Nero’s living arrangements was viewed 
negatively. Nero built a house that contained all the possibilities offered by the epochal 
changes in material and construction of his time, and this had an everlasting impact on 
the modes of domestic building of his contemporaries. To these technological changes, 
new artistic aesthetics were attached, including those communicating the emperor’s 
ideology. Without the development of the vault and its spreading, for instance, the new 
painted form of the frieze would not have seen the light, nor the grandiose rooms of 
Nero’s domus that then enabled the construction of the monumental rooms in the Domus 
11 As cited in Hales 2003, 73.
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Flavia and led to the erection of the impressive absidal rooms of late antique palaces. The 
revolutionary character of Neronian architecture, or more generally of architecture as it 
had developed around the mid-first century CE, was paralleled by the novelties of a new 
style in wall decorations (known as Fourth Pompeian Style). This was a style that certainly 
radically innovated the aesthetics of Roman houses, but that did so “with its roots firmly 
planted in the past”.12
Domitian and the Flavians
The way in which the Flavian emperors dealt with the memory of Nero in Rome – by taking 
possession of the locations he had exploited for the construction of his house without 
moving away from them – show how engrained his innovations had become with the 
net of the city. Despite the attempts made by all three Flavian emperors to exploit the 
memory of Augustus – and build a city that would be a constant reminder of the existing 
ties between the new ruling dynasty and the first emperor –, they ended up mirroring 
Nero’s Rome. For what concerns the Palatine residence, however, the crucial difference 
was that the Flavian emperors limited it again to the perimeter of the hill. Once again, the 
residence is constructed as an extension of Rome, rather than a monument that overtakes 
it. It becomes, moreover, in a certain way, a public monument, the symbol not only of the 
ideological, personal authority of the emperor but also of his ‘bureaucratic’ power through 
which he administered and governed the empire.13 Ultimately, Domitian’s Palatine 
residence was able – also because the time was ripe – to combine the two diverging thrusts 
of the Julio-Claudians, one towards an unjustified show of luxury and despotism (Caligula 
and Nero), the other towards an excessive bureaucracy, which Claudius had already 
transferred on the Palatine. At the end of the Flavian period, the Palatine residence appears 
to have been institutionalised within the imperial governmental apparatus, which now 
became an organisation able to function independently from the charisma of the emperor. 
And as the monarchy became a self-standing form of government, so did the house of the 
emperor. The two elements had become inextricably entangled.14
The Mid-Empire
During the reign of the Antonines and up until the Severans, the appearance of the 
Palatine residence remained fixed, except for minor changes, as Domitian had built it. 
The Mons Palatinus or Palatium was then truly just the palatium – the palace. Following 
a trend already started by Domitian, Antonine emperors tended to move their personal 
life (and personal display) away from the hill. Once Trajan had opened the doors to the 
12 Archer 1990, 121-123, and esp. 122: “what [Fourth style decorations] reveal is the product of a 
movement in Pompeian wall decoration with its roots firmly planted in the past but intended as the 
expression of artistic attitudes that are on the whole unprecedented.”
13 Hales 2003, 73: “The extension of the house finally collapses the distance between public monuments 
and private domus”. 
14 Wallace-Hadrill 2011, 94: “The Palatium remains the single largest structure in Rome, and until we 
can get our heads around it, alongside its familiar neighbours the Colosseum and the Forum, we 
cannot understand how or why the Roman empire worked”.
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residence on the Palatine and turned it into a ‘communal’ house, there was really no going 
back. Hadrian, therefore, would have to move his project for a truly Hellenistic royal 
complex away from Rome. Yet even when Hadrian moved his court to Tivoli, the official 
administrative apparatus of the imperial household remained on the Palatine. Not only, 
occupancy of the palace became essential as a tool for the recognition of the rightfulness 
of an emperor. This evolution in the symbolism of the Palatine is well exemplified by the 
episode of the usurper Pescennius Niger that took place between 193 and 194 CE, when he 
tried to bestow legitimacy to his self-proclaimed emperorship by proclaiming as palace 
his house in Antioch. The attempt proved unsuccessful, and Septimius Severus, one of 
Pescennius’ opponents, was swift to take possession of the Palatine as soon as he entered 
Rome in 193. What followed were a series of attempts at reviving the monumentality of 
the Palatine residence and, more generally, of Rome, especially by drawing symbolic 
connections to Augustus and the ‘good rule’ of the Antonine emperors. The process 
that had prompted Pescennius to declare his house as the palace was however already 
in motion: Rome was losing its centrality and there was a generalised demand to move 
the functions of the Palatine away from the Palatine to suit the needs of an ever-growing 
Empire. Hence, next to Caracalla’s extension of the Roman citizenship to all free men 
in the Empire in 212 CE, a disruptive innovation also materialised during the rule of a 
Severan emperor: Elagabalus’ villa in the Horti Spei Veteris. The villa was the first example 
of an “imitation-Palatine” that while bringing its own innovations into the architecture of 
an imperial dwelling it also replicated important signature elements of the residence on 
the Palatine, such as the circus and the connection to religious buildings. This ‘anchored’ 
model of the emperor’s house went on to become the prototype for all following imperial 
palaces. Residences that, in the smaller format of the villa ad spem veterem, could travel, so 
to say, with the emperor. 
At this chronological and cultural limit was set the end of my research. After the Severan 
period, the Palatine ceased to be the physical centre of the Empire. Its power to mediate the 
ideological authority of the emperor slowly declined, and with it the initiatives to shape 
its appearance. Maxentius was the last Roman emperor to invest significantly on the hill – 
but he also built his own ‘Palatine away from the Palatine’ on the Via Appia. At the Severan 
‘break’, three centuries and a half of endeavours to shape a Roman imperial identity were 
mostly concluded. At the end of this trajectory, the Roman palace, which had started as an 
imitation of the Hellenistic royal quarters, had become itself a model, both material and 
symbolic, for the following generations.
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Summary
In 2005, the British journalist Peter York published an agile yet interesting booklet listing 
a series of recurrent style features from the houses of the world’s most powerful autocrats 
of the twentieth century. The book (Dictator Style. Lifestyles of the World’s Most Colorful 
Despots) highlighted how these houses were used to convey specific messages on power, 
and how their interior design (with French baroque canopy beds, golden and marble-
cladded bathrooms, jungle patterns) was meant to set the ruler apart from his subjects: 
“The whole point about being a dictator, is that you’re in a class of one. (…) You’re saying 
it loud for the state, which is you; you’re embodying the ancient values of your people 
(revised in 1930 or 1976 or 1990). It’s your taste that counts and, frankly, you’re infallible. 
You can have houses (or rather palaces) wherever you want. Pick a spot – any spot – and 
just get building. You own all spots. If the spot’s peasants object, then your people know 
what to do.”
Revised in 2017, York’s list of ‘rules’ for the dictator’s house were employed again by the 
journalist to interpret Donald Trump’s design aesthetics in his New York Trump Tower 
apartment. This continued interest in the houses of autocrats and powerful individuals 
shows that a house is hardly ever a neutral space. Not in the way it is advertised by its 
owner nor in the way it is perceived by its viewers. This is true today as it was two-thousand 
years ago, when the official residences of Roman emperors on the Palatine hill in Rome 
underwent incessant scrutiny by their contemporaries but were also used by their owners 
to make specific statements about their role in society and their idea of power. 
The aim of this dissertation is to look precisely at how political innovations were 
introduced in the imperial dwellings on the Palatine Hill, and how power was 
communicated through the ruler’s house. Today, we think of the Palatine as the centre 
of the Roman empire and the seat of the Roman imperial palaces, with the word ‘palace’ 
carrying a very specific meaning. A ‘palace’, in our modern understanding, is the private 
residence of a monarch. It is often common knowledge that the word ‘Palatine’ derives 
from there being a ‘palace’ on the hill, while the reserve is actually true. The Roman word 
palatium derived from the geographical spot (the Palatine Hill – Mons Palatium) chosen 
by Octavian in 44 BCE to set up not only his house but the first Roman version of the 
Hellenistic court and royal quarters. Before then, there had never been anything like the 
house of a king in Rome. The concept of a Roman ‘palace’, the name itself of ‘palace’ with 
similar connotations to the Hellenistic basileia required time and careful negotiations 
before it take root in Rome.
Following Octavian/Augustus, Roman emperors were also confronted with different 
choices about the style of their houses, and therefore of the way in which they elected to 
present their rule. Too ‘monumental’ a structure could be perceived as having Hellenistic 
connotations, and thus alienate those who objected to the increasingly dominant position 
of a monarch. According to Cassius Dio, “the name of monarchy, to be sure, the Romans 
so detested that they called their emperors neither dictators nor kings nor anything of 
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the sort.” (53.17.1). The risk of appearing a dictator, thus of being considered unfit to rule 
over Rome, through a house deemed to be too luxurious or too extravagant was very 
well present. An excessively modest dwelling, however, might have failed to express 
the political power of its inhabitants or include the many new activities that court-life 
entailed. A choice might have had to be made between continuing to reside in the house of 
a predecessor or build a new residence elsewhere, even away from Rome. The former case 
may have suggested continuity, but might have also entailed dealing with connotations, 
both positive and negative, connected to previous rulers. Moving the ruler’s residence, 
instead, might have opened up questions on architectural continuity, or, conversely, 
freedom to experiment with more innovative designs. In Andrew Wallace-Hadrill’s words: 
“The Palatium remains the single largest structure in Rome, and until we can get our heads 
around it, alongside its familiar neighbours the Colosseum and the Forum, we cannot 
understand how or why the Roman empire worked”. Decorations – from wall paintings 
to marble cladded floors and walls, from architectonic décors to free standing statues – 
also played a crucial role in displaying and disseminating ideological power, as means 
to express social standing and political value. The modes of decorating and living of the 
emperor often went on to influence the domestic dwellings of the emperor’s subjects, or 
were in turn shaped by the expectations and the atmosphere of the period.
Source materials. To make sense of the significance of the imperial houses on the 
Palatine, archaeological remains are of paramount importance. Archaeological research 
on the Palatine today is made difficult by the complex stratigraphy of the hill and the 
fragmented state of its remains. However, numerous and relevant archaeological projects, 
led by international researchers, have been launched, especially over the last thirty years, 
to make sense of the evolution of the buildings on the Palatine. A clearer image of its 
phases has now emerged and has been made available to the wider scholarly public. This 
allows for more in-depth studies on the Palatine structures. In this research, I concentrate 
on their framing within the larger historical context in which they developed. To do 
this, I make use of the latest discoveries on their architectonic layout and decorations, 
especially wall paintings. New discoveries have been paired, when possible, with a 
re-assessment of longer-known structures that have received less attention in modern 
scholarship, such as the underground nymphaeum belonging to Nero’s Domus Transitoria. 
Literary descriptions of the hill and its houses by contemporary sources, showing either 
appreciation or condemnation for the imperial complexes, are also included. Ancient 
authors represent an invaluable source for the comprehension of imperial ideology and 
the social context in which it was developed, as they highlight not only the messages that 
emperors set out to communicate, but also the way in which they were received by their 
peers and their subjects. Their works furthermore contain valuable information on the 
status of the imperial residences on the Palatine, their architecture, and their decorations.
Timeframe and research questions. The chronological range for the study is set between 
44 BCE and 235 CE, the period spanning from the rise to power of Octavian, before he 
was proclaimed Augustus, and the death of Alexander Severus on March 19, 235 CE. The 
date marked a decisive shift in the Middle Empire with the transition to a new society, 
that of Christian Late Antiquity, which is excluded from this study. In the almost three 
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centuries that form the focus of this project, the Roman world transformed from an 
anti-monarchical Republic into a Republican monarchy, and was stabilised, not without 
difficulty, into an overt dynastic monarchy. These important political innovations took 
place in a society in which change was viewed with suspicion and the prevailing tendency 
was that to conform to traditional customs and habits. 
To understand the intricate interconnectedness between the modes of self-representation 
of the emperor and society at large, as well as the elusive relationship between power and 
place, tradition an innovation, several questions have arisen throughout the research:
1 How did the Palatine come to be the center of the Roman Empire? 
2  How did its dwellings evolve and change over time? Did they transform as society 
transformed, and did they play any role in shaping the look of this society?
3  How did emperors mediate between their own need of self-representation and the 
expectations of society at large?
4  How did architecture and decoration influence the perception of space in the imperial 
houses? Or vice versa, considering that the Palatine and its dwelling were spaces of 
power, how did this influence the perception of their design by their viewers?
5   Finally, and most crucially, how did new architectonic spaces and new decorations 
relate to previous constructions and the memories surrounding them? How did new 
things challenge and/or integrate old memories to become successful innovations?
Theoretical framework (Anchoring Innovation). To look at how change and innovation 
occurred on the Palatine despite the strings of a society characterized by an orientation 
to the past – a society in which tradition bestowed legitimacy – I applied the available 
archaeological and literary material to the theoretical framework provided by the OIKOS 
Anchoring Innovation in Classical Antiquity research agenda. This national programme, 
of which my own research forms one of the pilot projects, sets out to explore how concepts 
of ‘new’ and ‘old’ were evaluated in the past, connecting the new to the familiar. In the 
words of its academic director, Ineke Sluiter, the programme aims at researching how 
people dealt with change “in ways that allowed them to feel an unbroken sense of self, 
identity, group cohesion, and cultural belonging”. 
When innovators forget to account for people’s familiarity with an object, a design, a 
product, an idea, inventions can easily fail. One very good example of a failed modern 
innovation is Coca-Cola’s fiasco of 1985, when the company changed its iconic formula, 
announced the withdrawal from the market of the old Coca-Cola, and launched a new 
product (a challenge to its rival, Pepsi Cola) literally called New Coke. This market take-
over came with no warning, and, most importantly, with no reflection on behalf of the 
company on the impact it might have on Coca-Cola’s consumers, their attachment and 
familiarity with the old product. New Coke raised such a level of outrage that three months 
and 1,500 angry phone calls a day later, the company pulled it from the shelves and 
replaced it with a brand new… Coca-Cola Classic. Coca-Cola managers had failed to see that 
their product was less about the taste than it was about symbolic meaning. Yes, New Coke 
tasted better, but it was the old drink consumers were emotionally attached to. Thus, the 
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rebranding of Coca-Cola as Classic, with an eye to its past, proved the right form of coping 
with change (it was after, a new coke and a new marketing campaign) by using a link to 
what was already known and valued by consumers.
If innovations are socially constructed processes, by means of which an invention is 
spread and adopted, when studying anchored innovations, the focus is inevitably on 
people. They are both the agents and the target of the processes of innovations. It is them 
who hold the memories of the past that form the standard meter through which every 
new product or idea is evaluated (the process of anchoring). Anchoring can be viewed as 
a mean to come to terms with change: a tool to transition from the old to the new, as with 
our digital applications imitating the appearance of old analogical devices to make them 
more easily comprehensible. Anchoring, however, is not only a ‘facilitator’: the use of 
anchors differs from the use of simple replicas of the past in the sense that it brings with 
it an objective function. A new message, a new purpose, only coated with the appearance 
of the past.  
Anchoring the imperial palaces. In this investigation, I concentrate on a number of 
crucial moments in the history of the Roman Empire in which change presented itself 
as imperative and non-negotiable, either by choice of an emperor or due to external 
circumstances. Moments in which memories of the past were challenged by the need to 
move towards new directions. 
In the first three centuries of the Roman empire, four such moments can be singled out 
which were significant for the conceptualising and the architectonic advancement of the 
Palatine dwellings. Four turning points, when failure to change would have signified the 
loss of a known system of government, and success the creation of a new one. At these 
intersections, innovation was imperative in light of the fact that “the cost of maintaining 
the status quo exceed(ed) that of change” (Trigger 1989). This research covers how society, 
architecture, and decorations transformed under the rule of two emperors and two 
dynasties: Augustus; Nero; the Flavian dynasty, and the Severan emperors. 
As aptly phrased by the New York architect and critic Ada Louise Huxtable, “comfort has 
never produced the departures that mark the turning points of art and history”. Indeed, it is 
outside the comfort of tradition and by virtue of a need for change that we find significant 
innovations in the way Roman emperor displayed themselves through their houses.
Structure. The four paradigmatic moments described above form the four chapters into 
which this manuscript is divided.
Chapter 1 deals with Augustus and the construction of a Roman imperial ideology at the 
moment of the critical transition from the Roman Republic to the monarchy. The study 
assesses Augustus’ ideological use of the Palatine Hill, which he deliberately selected as 
the location for a new residence. The construction of a dynastic temple adjacent to the 
house brings in Hellenistic connotations and a characterisation of the Palatine, although 
not explicitly, as a royal acropolis. The chapter includes an analysis of the painted 
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apparatus of Augustus’ multiple-house complex as a testimony of the duality of his 
communication, divided between tradition and innovation.
In 44 BCE, the Palatine was a much sought-after location by the urban elite of Rome, 
thus Octavian’s project of a new residential complex on the hill should not have come as 
a surprise. Octavian, however, took the model of the aristocratic house and enhanced it, 
though with caution, to suit the new requirements of his power. These now surpassed the 
needs of self-display of a consul or a triumvir. The result was a house that was Roman in 
essence but that was also permeated by a ‘Hellenistic atmosphere’. The new, Egyptianising 
motifs on the walls of the house were likely directed at the foreign guests visiting Octavian 
rather than his fellow Roman associates. They had the aim of positioning Octavian (already 
before his official recognition as sole ruler by the bestowal of the title Augustus) within the 
existing language of power of Hellenistic rulers. The result was a style that was Roman 
in its conception but enriched by a certain ‘Hellenistic’ flavour. A proof of the success of 
this new ‘luxury’, and of its Hellenistic target, may be found in the exact reproductions 
of the Palatine decorations in the palaces of the Hellenistic rulers themselves, above all 
Herod’s palaces in Israel. Foreign diplomats came to Rome, stayed, and then spread the 
new elements of Rome’s artistic production in their kingdoms.
In Rome, however, a palace, nor any concept of a royal house, had ever existed before 
Octavian. He had to invent one and make it acceptable for even the most conservative 
fringes of Roman aristocracy. He did so by using anchors to Rome’s monarchic past and 
by covering change under the guise of tradition: after all, he had built his house next to 
the alleged hut of Romulus, Rome’s first king. He succeeded in his intent of innovation. 
The house evolved into a replica of Hellenistic basileia, especially with the inclusion in 
its perimeter of the Temple of Apollo, but it was forever branded with a mark of ‘modesty’ 
and ‘frugal living’ (handed down to us by Suetonius), as well as with expectations of its 
continuing to conform to Republican customs.
Chapter 2 examines Nero’s strategies for the adoption of an overtly monarchical language, 
which ultimately won him the label of ‘bad emperor’. These corresponded with the 
monumentalizing of the imperial dwellings on the Palatine through the construction of 
the Domus Transitoria before the fire of 64 CE and the Domus Aurea (the Golden House) 
after this date. A painted representation of the Golden Age in the less-known remains 
of the Domus Transitoria, Nero’s first residence on the Palatine, links him to the by-then 
familiar monarchical language of Augustus. New elements of royal Hellenistic descent are 
however also recognisable.
By then, the expectations set up by the growing myth of Augustus and his ‘modest’ living 
had certainly made it challenging for his followers to express their monarchic power in 
a more open, let alone grand, manner. The proof is the systematic targeting of houses 
that showed the extent of the Roman imperial power, as did Nero’s second house, as the 
expression of ‘bad emperorship’. Its crime was that it went beyond the limits of the hills (it 
encompassed multiple locations around it), displaying the illimited power of the emperor 
to choose any location he wanted. But this wasn’t done without consequences. If the 
house of Augustus had displayed Hellenistic elements, it continued to be, nonetheless, 
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very much a part of Rome’s environment. With Caligula first and Nero later, the reverse 
happened: the house englobed the city. This was unprecedented in Rome, and done in a 
completely unanchored fashion.
Yet, some of the artistic and architectonic developments from Nero’s dwellings had a 
tremendous impact on contemporary society and on future artistic and technological 
developments. The time of Nero’s rule was characterized by an enormous advancement 
in technology, especially in architecture. The development of a specific type of vault 
enabled Nero’s architects to create the wonderful octagonal vaulted rooms that we can still 
appreciate today in the remains of his house on the Esquiline, and it is this same invention 
that made it possible to create monumental bath houses, such as the one built by Nero in 
the Campus Martius and praised by his contemporaries. These inventions did not go away 
with Nero’s death – instead, they were reused by Domitian’s architects to create another, 
even more monumental house on the Palatine: the domus Flavia.
Chapter 3, then, discusses the Flavians and their attempts at maintaining continuity in the 
face of dynastic change. Vespasian was the first emperor to deal with the establishment of 
a new dynasty after Augustus’ own success at imposing the Julio-Claudian line. Hence, 
this section investigates the strategies at hand to retain the familiarity of Roman citizens 
with the previous, almost hundred years of rule. An assessment is presented of how the 
Flavians dealt with the memory of Nero and his Golden House, setting the stage for their 
own, mediated idea of a ‘palace’, culminating with Domitian’s Domus Flavia.
Where Nero had failed in setting up a clear replica of Hellenistic palaces in the heart of 
Rome, Domitian – somehow unexpectedly, seen his posthumous ‘bad’ reputation – 
succeeded. The reason might lie in the fact that while dealing with the memory of Nero’s 
monumental constructions in Rome, the Flavians took a different approach: they did not 
erase Nero’s memory, but they replaced it with continuous references to Augustus (the 
first emperor, the best emperor), inserting themselves in his line of rule. They did not 
only change Nero’s portraits into their own portraits or in that of other Julio-Claudians, 
they put new labels on Nero’s Rome and reshaped it. They built a city that was a constant 
reminder of the existing (sometimes conveniently made up) ties between the new ruling 
dynasty and the first emperor. 
The emperor’s house went back to be restricted to the Palatine hill, using its value as a 
place of memory. Now not only of Romulus’ Rome, but of Augustus’ Rome. In this process, 
the house became truly, and completely, a public monument, a reflection of the emperor’s 
political role. From that moment onwards, the true private residence of the emperors will 
lie elsewhere (such as Hadrian’s villa in Tivoli) and the Palatine house will never cease to 
be the official residence, with only little adjustments to the way Domitian’s architects had 
conceived it.
Chapter 4 describes the ways in which Severans formulated power in the city of Rome at 
the breaking point between the middle Empire and Late Antiquity. The research focuses 
on the strategy of building a new Palatine ‘off the Palatine’, and how this reflected and 
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enabled the implementation of new forms of government, allowing at the same time 
for the continuation of significant elements of early Roman emperorship into the later 
period.
In the year 193 CE, Septimius Severus is still battling for the throne, and his strategy, as well 
as that of his opponents, includes getting to Rome first and take control over the city. Most 
importantly, take control of the Palatine. One of the contenders to the throne, Pescennius 
Niger tried to bestow legitimacy to his self-proclaimed emperorship by proclaiming 
his house in Antioch as the new palace, but the attempt failed when Septimius Severus 
reached Rome and installed himself on the real Palatine. The episode is however indicative 
of the fact, on the one hand, that the house on the Palatine had become an embodiment of 
imperial power; on the other, that there was a growing notion that the official residence 
of the emperor could be moved elsewhere, to suit the needs of a growing Empire and a 
travelling, military court.. At that moment in its history, in fact, Rome was losing its 
centrality.
This need for a ‘new Palatine’ was translated by the Severan emperor Helagabalus into 
the erection of a smaller-scale version of the Palatine complex in the suburbs of Rome, in 
an area known today with the name of Horti Spei Veteris. It is this house, possibly a more 
easily replicable version of the Palatine because of the reduced scale of its iconic elements 
(circus, residence, amphitheatre, and dynastic temple), that became the model for the 
later multiplication of imperial palaces belonging to third century soldier-emperors and 
Late antique rulers. The Palatine hill and its structure, at the end of their evolutionary arc, 
had become the archetype of the Roman palace, themselves an anchor to a new, shared 
memory: that of Rome’s first imperial period.
Conclusions. The evolution of the imperial residences on the Palatine from Augustus 
to the Severans shows the progressive creation of a Roman standardized model for the 
ruler’s house. This had transformed from an aristocratic domus in something closer to our 
concept of a ‘palace’. This transformation ran parallel to the transformation of Octavian’s 
disguised monarchy at the end of the 40’s BCE into a self-standing form of government. It 
was a process far from linear and not without its difficulties. At numerous turning points, 
emperors (and with them, their architects and the artists that decorated their interiors) 
had to face and overcome the need for changes dictated by the social, economic, and 
political context in which they ruler. Changes in dynasty, in expectations by society at 
large, in the emperors’ own desires concerning the way in which they wished to shape 
they monarchy: these all influenced the modes of self-representations of each emperor, 
the spirit of their time, and the appearance of their houses. The concept of anchoring 
innovation has proved an invaluable tool for the understanding of some of the strategies 
put in place by different emperors at moments of crucial change. It shows that the past 
can be preserved – sometimes, it even must. Because “every manufacture presupposes a 
material out of which is made, every present a past on which it rests” (Chamberlain 1912).
Key concepts include imperial ideology, memory and power, spatial analysis, as well the 
creation, reception, and diffusion of innovations.
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In 2005 publiceerde de Britse journalist Peter York een boekje waarin hij een reeks 
terugkerende stijlkenmerken opsomt die hij had geïdentificeerd in de huizen van 's werelds 
machtigste despoten van de twintigste eeuw. Het boek, Dictator Style: Lifestyles of the World’s 
Most Colorful Despots, liet zien hoe deze huizen werden gebruikt door hun eigenaars om 
specifieke boodschappen van macht over te brengen. Hun binnenhuisarchitectuur (met 
barokke Franse hemelbedden, met marmer beklede badkamers, etc.) was bedoeld om de 
heerser te kunnen onderscheiden van zijn onderdanen: 
“The whole point about being a dictator, is that you’re in a class of one. You’re saying it loud 
for the state, which is you; you’re embodying the ancient values of your people. It’s your 
taste that counts and, frankly, you’re infallible. You can have houses (or rather palaces) 
wherever you want. Pick a spot – any spot – and just get building. You own all spots. If the 
spot’s peasants object, then your people know what to do.”
In 2017 werd het lijstje met regels voor het huis van een dictator opnieuw gebruikt in de 
analyse van Donald Trump’s stijlkeuzes in zijn appartement in de Trump Tower in New 
York. Deze aanhoudende interesse in de huizen van de machtigen der aarde toont aan 
dat het huis van een heerser maar zelden een neutrale plaats is. Dit is vandaag de dag 
net zo actueel als het tweeduizend jaar geleden was, toen de officiële residenties van de 
Romeinse keizers op Palatijnse heuvel in Rome ook door hun eigenaars gebruikt werden 
om hun rol in de samenleving en hun idee van macht uit te dragen.
Het doel van dit proefschrift is om vast te stellen hoe politieke innovaties werden 
geïntroduceerd in de keizerlijke residenties op de Palatijn en hoe macht werd 
gecommuniceerd door middel van het huis van de heerser. 
Romeinse keizers werden geconfronteerd met verschillende keuzes met betrekking tot 
de stijl van hun woning en daarmee de wijze waarop zij verkozen hun heerschappij te 
presenteren. Een te monumentaal bouwwerk kon geassocieerd worden met Hellenistische 
connotaties en zou daarmee eenieder die bezwaar maakte tegen de steeds dominantere 
positie van de vorst van zich vervreemden. Cassius Dio schreef hierover: "De Romeinen 
verafschuwden de monarchie echter dusdanig dat ze hun keizers noch dictators noch 
koningen of iets dergelijks noemden" (53.17.2). Het risico om door middel van een te 
luxueus of extravagant huis over te komen als een dictator en daardoor als ongeschikt te 
worden beschouwd om te heersen over Rome, was altijd aanwezig.
Een te bescheiden woning was echter niet in staat om de politieke macht van zijn 
bewoners tot uitdrukking te brengen of de vele nieuwe activiteiten die het hofleven met 
zich meebracht te herbergen. Men stond voor de keuze om te blijven wonen in het huis 
van een voorganger of elders een nieuwe woning bouwen, al dan niet buiten Rome. In 
het eerste geval kon de keuze continuïteit benadrukken, maar daardoor moest men zich 
ook verhouden tot de positieve dan wel negatieve connotaties van voorgaande heersers. 
Het verplaatsen van de residentie daarentegen wierp de vraag op over de keuze voor de 
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continuering van architecturale vormentaal of juist de vrijheid te experimenteren met een 
meer innovatief ontwerp. Andrew Wallace-Hadrill vat het belang van het paleiscomplex 
goed samen: “The Palatium (het Latijnse woord voor “paleis”, afgeleid van de geografische 
plaats, de Palatijn) remains the single largest structure in Rome, and until we can get our 
heads around it, alongside its familiar neighbors the Colosseum and the Forum, we cannot 
understand how or why the Roman empire worked”. 
Decoratie – van muurschilderingen tot en met marmer beklede vloeren, en van 
architecturale versieringen tot en met vrijstaande beelden – speelden een cruciale rol in het 
tonen en verbreiden van ideologische boodschappen en gaven uitdrukking aan een sociale 
en politieke positie. De leefstijl en decoratietrends van de keizers beïnvloeden uiteindelijk 
vaak de woningen van de keizer’s onderdanen, of werden op hun beurt juist beïnvloed door 
de verwachtingen uit de tijdsgeest van de periode waarin ze tot stand kwamen.  
Bronmateriaal. Voor een goed begrip van het belang van de keizerlijk residenties op de 
Palatijn zijn de archeologische overblijfselen van groot belang. Archeologisch onderzoek 
op de Palatijn wordt bemoeilijkt door de complexe stratigrafie en het fragmentarische 
karakter van de overblijfselen. Toch hebben er, vooral in de laatste dertig jaar, talrijke 
relevante archeologische projecten plaatsgevonden om de evolutie van de gebouwen op 
de Palatijn te begrijpen. Een duidelijker beeld van de fasering is nu naar voren gekomen 
en gedeeld met een breed wetenschappelijke publiek. Dit maakt meer diepgaande 
studies naar gebouwen op de Palatijn mogelijk. In dit onderzoek concentreer ik me op 
de inkadering van deze gebouwen binnen de grotere historische context waarin zij zich 
ontwikkelden. Hiertoe, maak ik gebruik van de nieuwste ontdekkingen met betrekking tot 
hun architectonische grondplan en decoraties, met name de muurschilderingen. Nieuwe 
ontdekkingen zijn, indien mogelijk, gecombineerd met een evaluatie van langer bekende 
resten die minder aandacht hebben gekregen in recent onderzoek, zoals het ondergrondse 
nymphaeum van Nero's Domus Transitoria. Beschrijvingen van de heuvel en zijn gebouwen 
door contemporaine bronnen, die zich positief of juist kritisch over de keizerlijke 
complexen uitlaten, worden ook bestudeerd. Antieke schrijvers vertegenwoordigen 
een bron van onschatbare waarde voor het begrip van keizerlijke ideologie en de 
sociale context waarin deze tot stand kwam. Dit niet alleen omdat ze de boodschappen 
benadrukken die keizers wilden overbrengen, maar ook omdat ze getuigen van de manier 
waarop deze boodschappen werden ontvangen door hun opvolgers en onderdanen. De 
werken van deze antieke schrijvers bevatten bovendien waardevolle informatie over de 
status, de architectuur en de decoraties van de keizerlijke residenties op de Palatijn.
Tijdsbestek en onderzoeksvragen. Deze studie beslaat de periode tussen 44 v. Chr. en 
235 n. Chr., ofwel vanaf de opkomst van de eerste keizer Augustus tot en met de dood 
van Alexander Severus. In de bijna drie eeuwen die dit project beslaat transformeerde 
de Romeinse wereld van een anti-monarchische Republiek eerst in een Republikeinse 
monarchie, en daarna, niet geheel zonder slag of stoot, in een openlijke monarchie. Deze 
belangrijke politieke innovaties vonden plaats in een samenleving waarin verandering 
met argusogen werd bekeken en de voorkeur werd gegeven aan vasthouden aan 
traditionele gebruiken. 
Om de complexe samenhang, tussen niet alleen de verschillende vormen van 
zelfpresentatie van de keizer en zijn bevolking, maar ook die tussen macht en ruimte en 
traditie en innovatie, te begrijpen, staan de volgende vragen centraal:
1 Hoe werd de Palatijn het centrum van het Romeinse Rijk?
2  Hoe ontwikkelden en veranderden de gebouwen op de Palatijn zich in de loop der 
tijd? Transformeerden zij mee met de samenleving, en speelden zijn een rol in het 
vormgeven van deze samenleving?
3  Hoe laveerden keizers tussen hun eigen noodzaak tot zelfpresentatie en de 
verwachtingen van de samenleving?
4  Op welke manier beïnvloedden architectuur en decoratie de perceptie van ruimte in 
keizerlijke residenties? Of andersom, in ogenschouw nemend dat de Palatijn een 
ruimte was waar macht tot uitdrukking kwam, hoe beïnvloedde dit bezoekers in de 
perceptie van het ontwerp van die ruimte?
5  Tot slot en wellicht het meest cruciaal, hoe verhielden nieuwe architectonische ruimtes 
en decoraties zich tot eerdere bouwwerken en de hieraan gekoppelde herinneringen? 
Op welke manier werden oude herinneringen geactiveerd of geïncorporeerd door 
nieuwe elementen om tot succesvolle innovaties te leiden? 
Theoretisch kader. Om te onderzoeken hoe verandering en innovatie tot stand kwamen 
op de Palatijn in een samenleving die zich sterk oriënteerde op het verleden heb ik het 
archeologisch en schriftelijk bronmateriaal onderworpen aan het theoretisch kader 
dat beschikbaar is gesteld door het onderzoeksprogramma Anchoring Innovation van de 
nationale onderzoeksschool OIKOS. Dit onderzoeksprogramma, waarvan mijn eigen 
project een pilot vormt, gaat over de manier waarop mensen tegen vernieuwing aankijken 
en ermee omgaan. De hypothese is dat innovaties moeten “landen” in de groep waarvoor ze 
bedoeld zijn; ze moeten aansluiten bij wat menselijke actoren kennen, weten, geloven en 
begrijpen. Dit proces waarin het nieuwe wordt verbonden aan het oude, het traditionele, 
het bekende, wordt gevangen onder het concept “verankeren” (anchoring).
In dit onderzoek richt ik mij op een aantal cruciale momenten in de geschiedenis van het 
Romeinse Rijk waarin verandering zich opdrong als onvermijdelijk, hetzij door de keuze 
van een keizer, hetzij door externe omstandigheden. Het gaat om momenten waarin 
herinneringen aan het verleden onder druk kwamen te staan door de noodzaak om nieuwe 
wegen in te slaan.
Structuur. In de eerste drie eeuwen van het Romeinse Rijk zijn vier van dat soort 
momenten te onderscheiden die van belang waren voor het conceptualiseren van 
keizerlijke residenties en voor de architectonische ontwikkeling van deze gebouwen 
op de Palatijn. Dit onderzoek gaat over hoe de samenleving, architectuur en decoraties 
veranderden onder de regering van twee keizers en twee dynastieën: Augustus; Nero; de 
Flavische keizers en de Severische keizers. 
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Zoals de New Yorkse architecte en architectuurcritica Ada Louise Huxtable het passend 
stelt: “comfort has never produced the departures that mark the turning points of art and 
history” is het inderdaad: buiten het comfort van traditie maar in de nood tot verandering 
vinden we de significante innovaties in de manier waarop de Romeinse keizers zichzelf 
presenteerden doormiddel van hun woningen.
Onder Octavianus/Augustus (Hoofdstuk 1) zien we de verwerving van nieuwe 
eigendommen op de Palatijn en de creatie van een soort Hellenistisch paleis dat in 
overeenstemming was met de delicate overgang van de Romeinse samenleving van een 
Republiek naar een monarchie.
Onder Nero (Hoofdstuk 2) nemen de keizerlijke residenties op de Palatijn (met name 
door de creatie van de Domus Transitoria vóór 64 n. Chr. en de Domus Aurea erna) een sterk 
openlijk monarchaal karakter aan. De kritiek op deze residentie was een reflectie van 
de veroordeling van Nero’s manier van regeren, dat door de Senaat als “tyraniek” werd 
bestempeld. 
Onder de Flavische keizers (Hoofdstuk 3) zien we een eerste poging om continuïteit te 
benadrukken in een context van dynastieke verandering. Het model dat Vespasianus koos 
was Augustus, en met hem, het huis op de Palatijn. De Flavische keizers rekenden op deze 
manier of met de (negatieve) herinnering aan Nero op de heuvel terwijl zij tegelijkertijd de 
(positieve) herinnering aan Augustus probeerden te laten herleven.
Onder de Severische keizers (Hoofdstuk 4) werd er alsmaar meer afstand genomen van 
de Palatijn – een reflectie van het verlies van Rome als centrum van het rijk. Met het 
verplaatsen van de belangrijke politieke functies naar andere steden werd de Palatijn 
slechts een symbolische locatie voor de macht van de keizer. Tegelijkertijd werden 
paleizen die de functie en de architectuur van de residenties op de Palatijn reflecteerden 
elders in het rijk opgetrokken.
Conclusie. De ontwikkeling van de keizerlijke residenties op de Palatijn van Augustus tot 
en met de Severische keizers toont het ontstaan van een Romeins standaardmodel voor 
het huis van een heerser. Dit model had zich ontwikkeld van een aristocratisch domus 
tot iets dat wij zouden beschrijven als ‘paleis’. Deze transformatie ging gelijk op met de 
transformatie van Octavianus/Augustus’ verkapte monarchie, vanaf het eind van de jaren 
40 v.Chr. naar een zelfstandige vorm van bestuur. Het was een ver van lineair proces dat 
niet zonder moeilijkheden was. Op tal van sleutelmomenten moesten keizers (en met hen 
de architecten en de kunstenaars die hun interieur verfraaiden) de nood tot verandering 
onder ogen zien die hen werd opgedrongen door de sociale, economische en politieke 
context van dat moment. Veranderingen van de lijn van opvolging; de verwachtingen van 
de samenleving als geheel; de persoonlijke wensen van de keizers aangaande de manier 
waarop ze hun monarchie wilden vormgeven; al deze factoren hadden invloed op de wijze 
waarop de keizer zich presenteerde, op de geest van hun tijd, en de verschijningsvorm 
van hun huizen. Het concept Anchoring Innovation is een waardevol hulpmiddel gebleken 
voor het begrijpen van enkele van de strategieën die verschillende keizers inzetten op 
momenten van cruciale verandering. Het laat zien dat het verleden bewaard kan blijven 
en dat, dat soms zelfs noodzakelijk is:“every manufacture presupposes a material out of 
which is made, every present a past on which it rests” (Chamberlain 1912).
Sleutelconcepten. Keizerlijke ideologie; macht en herinnering; macht en ruimte; de 
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